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Prologue 


Author's Notes: 

So, here we are, the beginning of the end. | know | said there would be a one-shot, but | couldn't help it! These 
little shits were itching to be written, so | indulged them. Well.this prologue and a good part of the first 
"official" chapter. Ahh, I'm so excited. | hope y'all are, too! 


Thunder boomed over the Atlantic, a long, ominous rumble that rolled from offshore and broke against the 
city, shattering and diminishing into the bleak, stormy night. Great, angry swells of waves pounded the sandy 
beaches, leaving a bubbling, debris-riddled forth upon the shores, the ripping, howling wind wailing and roaring, 
winding through the city of Miami like an invisible dragon, dangerous and out of sight, steadily, swiftly weaving 
between the buildings and tearing apart anything weaker, anything unanchored, uncared for, with disturbing 


ease and utter callousness. 


But the symphony of Mother Nature's rage isn't what had awoken Duff that night:The crashing of air, water, 


and earth hadn't even registered in his sleep, in his tormented, deranged dreams. 


Rather the fire in his belly, the cramping, churning sear that crawled up his esophagus and plunged back into 


the furnace within his gut was enough to jolt him to consciousness, slicked in cold sweat, groaning with nausea, 


and clutching at his palpitating heart through the twitchy fluctuations of his heaving chest. 


In a fright he searched the bed beside him, a name on his lips and fear raising his hairs, his patting, reaching 
hands finding it empty, just like it always was. 


Distressed fingers dragged through his damp hair, curling into fists as they reached the back of his skull and 
he pulled, shaking his head, squeezing his eyes shut at the taste of bitter, pungent bile tinging his tongue. 


He cursed and rid the acrid taste with a half a bottle's worth of water, draining it until the plastic crackled 
and was coated with nothing but the stubborn residual droplets, carelessly tossed it aside, then smashed his 


palms over his face, ridding himself of the sticky humidity his dream had gifted him. 


He inhaled, deep but weak, and then exhaled, shaky with woe. He removed his hands from his face, taking a long 
glance around the pitch black room, surveying nothing in the void, and he gulped softly, panted quietly, 
attempting to calm himself, sparks of grim apprehension skittering about his limbs. 


Something's wrong. 
The phrase ate at him as he forced himself from the bed and to his luggage to root around for antacids. 
Something's wrong. Something's wrong, as he rustled. Shit Something's wrong 


Even with the panic, even with the driving dark images and repeated name that pounded his head like the 
assault of rain upon the window, the sheer discomfort of his acidic stomach needed tending first. With that 
annoying yet easily mended issue, he could focus on the crawling of his skin, on the dense, hovering black hole 
that was spiraling around his innards, threatening to consume him completely if he didn't get a handle on it 


fast. 


He had no time for that. He had no time for anxiety, for shivers, for dry, catatonic heaves, and he certainly 
had no time to fuss about with chewy Rolaids because the chalky, parching taste of Tums was repulsive and 
full of bad memories, yet still, each time he popped the discs felt like a phantom gesture, something from 
another life, or perhaps even fiction 


But the icy, boiling feeling in his veins wasn't fiction. He figured the dream was fiction, too, but his intuition, 
that little voice in the back of his head and that little knot in his gut, told him otherwise. 


It was strange, being a man and possessing a rather potent sense of clairvoyance. Strange, yes, but it had paid 


its weight in gold many, many times over the years. Or at least the times he didn't ignore it. 


Minty effervescence tingling his gums and instantly, but gradually, soothing his sour stomach, he breathed 
deeply, soothingly, looking to the bright cobalt letters of the digital clock beneath the one lamp he'd illuminated 
on the nightstand. 


5:30 
With a groggy grimace, he thought, 2:30, LA. Fuck. 
He didn't know what to do. 


Something was wrong. Something was wrong, and fuck, he knew it just as well as the tattoos on his skin or the 


guilt on his face every time he looked in the mirror. 


He glanced again to the clock, unsure, worried, worried beyond fucking belief, then squashed down his anxiety, 


restlessly clicking his thumbnail on his upper teeth before he started to bite it off. 


Shit. That isn’t my place anymore, is it? And, and what if it was just a dream. Just a silly, regular nightmare? No 
big deal Have those all the time. Id just be stickin' my nose where it doesn’t belong Probably just interrupting where 
| have no business..where |. Where | cut off business. 


A crescent sliver of thumbnail was dryly spat to the floor. 
The sound of hushed friction swished from his wringing hands. 


On a small footage of carpet he paced. He paced like a caged animal, starved for food, starved for connection 
with its kin, starved for kindness. Then with a remembrance of the storm outside, he quickly shuffled to the 


window and threw open the curtains, looking to observe, to hopefully distract. 


Three bolts of lightning flashed in fast succession, lacerating the unusually dark night, making him flinch and 
wince against the sudden, blinding brightness. The violent flickers illuminated the entire bay to reveal a 
furiously roiling, muddy, white-capped sea beneath a sickly green sky blanketed with prodigious, pregnant clouds 
that soaked the earth, that poured streaming torrents of water down the window, the only thing that 


separated him from the ensuing, natural carnage a mere half inch away and fifteen stories up. 


The beautiful Florida summer was no more, clawed away by the storm like his life, sanity, and integrity was 


stripped away from him. It was the perfect analogy for his existence. 


It was just his luck that he'd have that feeling, that sinking sensation, that pain in his chest and the spasms of 
his lungs on such a night that a vicious tropical storm was violating the very lands on which he had just been 


relaxing not twelve hours earlier. 


Duff knew it was coming, that nature would likely shit on his pathetic parade, his one attempt to find a 
smidgen of serenity, but this trip had been planned for a while. He needed to get away. He needed some time. 
Potential hurricane be damned; the money was already spent. He wasn't spending this anniversary, this, 


thistime of mourning at home, around her. 


Sometimes he felt as if he didn't have bad luck, he'd have none at all. Then again, life had been one giant rash 
of shit, one thing after another for years, often orchestrated by the restraint or actions of his own hand. 


An intense frown chiseled his face. He crossed his arms across his bare chest, and watched the wondrous 


destruction with motionless eyes and a reeling mind. 


How the hell could he be a parent to his little Grace and the soon-to-be maybe-baby if he couldn't even 


handle of his own goddamn problems? Every choice he made was the wrong fucking one. 

He compressed his lips and ground them together, occasionally nibbling minuscule chunks of flesh in time with 
the squeezes of his hands on his biceps, the anxiety showing, refusing to be contained, bubbling just beneath 
the surface. 

Í| should've never kicked Slash out. | shouldve never made him leave when he got strung out. Oh, god.. Oh, god, tuck, 
what have | done? | never should've turned my back on him. | should've answered the fucking phone! Then none of 
this would've happened. 

His teeth pinched his bottom lip, and a sensation of vertigo gripped him. 

/ never should've left. | never should've said goodbye, / never should've.. | never should've.. 

The bright, flashing lights of Vegas flickered in his memory, a whirlwind sensation of a hasty, foolhardy, snap 
decision made after weeks of prodding, and research, and paperwork, of wobbling knees, a queasy stomach, and 
the alien words that were coerced, that didn't fit correctly in his mouth and were spoken like a hoarse retch, 
words that he didn't want to say, but he did want to say. 

He couldn't say the words, "I love you," but somehow he managed to say, "I do." 

He wanted to hurt. He wanted to wound and maim just as intensely as he'd been gored, to break a heart and 
force that immense throb, that crushing sorrow, that hopelessness of loneliness, of constantly being let down, 
lied to, hidden from. 

But, oh, what hollow, empty victory laid within that revenge. 


A frequent rumination was: Who am / punishing more? | only ever wanted to say those words to hm. 


He'd spent that majority of his Vegas "honeymoon" locked in his room. No pleasure, sexual or otherwise, to be 


found. 


He knew he still loved Slash. Four fucking months later, only three weeks after this "marriage," he still loved 


Slash. 


Duff looked down, prodding the vacant space on his ring finger, a thin rectangle only slightly paler than the 


rest of his flesh that lit up under a flash of lightning that flickered through the hammering, wailing, whistling 
din. 


He didn't wear his ring when he wasn't around Susan. If she left on business, off. If she went out for the day, 


off. Every time he went to bed, off. 


A pool of thick, oozing resentment simmered like lava in his gut. A corresponding jump of acid made itself 


known. 
He loathed that ring. 
Yellow gold, he sniffed silently, upper lip curling. | don't even like yellow gold. 


He hated it. In his frequent solitary moments, he often sneered at it, a noose comprised of precious metal, a 


bond he did not want, a flimsy, transparent abomination of the loving ties for which he grieved. 
And everything was a travesty. 


Susan had taken her newfound wife status and ran with it, wheedling her suggestions for his betterment in his 


ear. 


Yellow gold is better, Duff. This shirt is better on you, Duff. Why dont you wear this, Duff? Why don't you fell 
me you love me, Duff? Why dont you dye your fucking eyebrows the same color as your hair, Duff? 


His eyes rolled violently at the ghost of her voice. 


So much of his old wardrobe was now dubbed too ratty, too casual, and had been replaced with new, weird ass 


textures, fits, and patterns. Even his fucking jeans and shoes weren't safe. 
As far as he was concerned she could take those fucking fancy shirts and labels and his goddamn credit card 
and jam ‘em up her ass. For being in the fashion industry, she sure as shit didn't understand his style, and he 


sure as fuck wasn't up for being her perfect, "hot" man made from malleable clay. 


Slash had sometimes tried to tell him he could be a pushover. Well, he just rolled right over and exposed his 


belly to Susan's fangs, didn't he? 
Pfft. He'd hardly put up a fight. 


Its not lke Slash is ever gonna get his shit together.. At least my kids will have a family. The same fucking parents, 
too. Its easier this way. My life aint about me anymore. 


Well.it seemed like a worthy argument at the time. 


He was happy..well, not happy, but fine the way he was--this new, strictly legal wedlock didn't give her license 
to suddenly change everything about him when all they did was meet for meals, family outings, and the 


occasional date followed by a robotic, for-reproduction-purposes-only fuck. 


This time he sighed, long and heavy, allowing his eyes to loosely track a lemon yellow raincoat, violent against 
the drab grey, that was flapping around in confused, oblong circles, trapped in a weak cyclone between the 
buildings about a hundred feet below him. 


On one hand he yearned that maybe their rendezvous wouldn't line up just right, that ovulation and mechanical, 
unpleasant copulation where he thought about anything and everything else but the task at hand just wouldn't 
synchronize and every tiny egg would be without a masculine counterpart, lacking an additional X or Y 


chromosome to kickstart conception 


But then again, someone to care for, someone to love, someone innocent, a new life, bright, and soft, and sweet, 
and with the world at its feet, might bring him a sense of peace. Even if it came with the nauseating, mindless, 
in-and-out motions and ignored feminine sounds in favor of getting lost in whatever porn was playing on the 
television, just as fucking fake as the sex he was having, not touching, not moaning, not even sighing. Just 
silence until an unfulfilling orgasm, a far, far depressingly distant cry from the intimacy he once knew and 


adored. 
A bad orgasm. Who even knew such a thing existed? 
Well, one can talk oneself into anything if rationalized in the correct manner, he pacified himself, finding no solace. 


It might just be that a baby would be another dollop of frosting on top of the tornado of clusterfucks, of bad 


decisions from which he suffered beneath constant self-ridicule, that had become his life. 


Trapped in a loveless, joyless, empty, and sexless but for purely reproductive purposes marriage, and it was 


his fucking fault. 

Well, it wasn't completely loveless, actually. Just one-sided. Unrequited. 

She tried. Goddamn it, he had to commend the poor woman for trying. The dates, the gifts, the candles and 
lingerie, but in the end he knew she'd get the raw end of deal. She already had, so he wasn't sure why she'd 
pushed the issue of marriage so fucking much; after a while, he just wanted her to shut up. 

At least he'd studied the law and composed an ironclad prenump that protected everything he had ever built. If 
there ever came a time it was needed, at least he knew his ass was covered, and so was his child's..or 
children's, it soon might be. 


Duff's jaw clenched unconsciously. His eyes narrowed. 


Susan could go fuck herself. She wasn't getting the amount she preferred, but she signed it, anyway. He wasn't 


about to get taken for that money-grubbing, gold-diggin’ ride. He knew money was one of her major, if not the 
largest, motivators. Hell, anyone with eyes could see that. She had a firm anchor on the gravy train, and she 
wasn't about to let it go. 

As for his "marriage?" Duff was checked out the moment it began 

She didn't seem to care so long as the Gucci and diamonds kept coming, so long as he went on occasional dates 
and provided the necessary attention to help slake her baby fever, a fever he, too, had given into rather 


easily, no matter the minutes of awkward discomfort. 


He rolled his shoulders restlessly, cleared his throat with a soft rumble, then clasped his hands behind his 
back, attempting to keep them still 


He struggled to leave the subject, only to be snagged by another, like a fox's paw in a spring trap. 


For all his dancing, all his careful steps, he couldn't shake it. Even with his forced ruminations, it clung to him 
like sludge. 


For a microscopic eternity he stood there, vacant eyes glazed, not seeing, not registering the dying storm he 
watched. He stood inanimate, lost in his mind, bogged within a pool, a stinking, muddled swamp of emotions, of 
memories, and fears. 

There's only one reason.. he scowled. One reason. 

He squeezed his eyes shut. 


A flash of a single engraved word: Baby Doll 


An explosion. A sound that reminded him too much of ‘93, too much of pain, too much of being at the end of 
his rope, of not seeing the light, of, of.. 


Of all the times Duff thought he should call, knew he should call, he didn't. 


Then suddenly a blinding beam overwhelmed his vision A flare of white, fiery light ripped him from his 
thoughts, from his stewing, from his..his panicking 


From the deepest, darkest depths of his soul spewed forth a startled, groaning cry of misery. The sound 
withered, dying into thrashing, whimpering pants as he clutched his skull, clamped his eyes, and shook his head. 


The rectangular light of an opened door cut into the darkness of the hotel room. It was so dim his drunken, 


exhausted eyes had trouble adjusting, so he momentarily relied on his ears for information 


İt was too quiet. Too still for how Duff had left it. And he knew why when the yellow hall illumination played a 


cruel spotlight upon a crumpled body, Slash’s body, for it could be no one else. 


He lay just lke he had fallen, toppled on his side, his knees folded beneath him. The belt was still tight around his 
arm, the needle ripped from the skin, leaving a single, thick crimson rivulet that slithered down the soft, tanned 
flesh of his inner arm and had began forming a tiny scarlet pool upon the orange carpet. 


For a moment Slash was still, as if he had just nodded off, swept away by the intensity of the high, then he gave 
a short, smothered breath and flailed like a hooked fish, the arms stretched upon the floor eerily stiff through 
such violent flopping. 


By the time Duff reached him, scalp tingling, ribs aching like he'd been stomped in the chest, dread devouring his 


entire being, foam had accumulated at the comers of Slash's mouth, 
Two slaps. Two good, hard attention-grabbing slaps. 

‘Slash! Slash! Baby! Baby, can you hear me?!" 

No answer. No recognition 


Only a spasming body in his arms, mouth covered with frothy spittle that splattered his face with Slash's 
desperate, strangled gasps for air as Duff frantically fought to wipe it away, to clear the space around and 
between those full Ips that were slowly fading, their healthy, oxygenated pink draining to a suffocated, pale blue. 


He yelled for help at the top of his lungs, so loudly his throat was sore in an instant, desperate to be heard 
through the streams of jumbled, clashing music that poured from other rooms, from other parties, but someone, 
someone had to hear! Someone had to hear him as he slapped and shouted, as he begged and kept calling over his 
shoulder, imploring the shadows of people he couldn't see through his panicked tears, unable to truly remove his 
gaze from those eyes that didn't open, and when they did they rolled in time with the brutal seizures, the lids 
heavy and fluttering unnaturally, jerkily, with renewed chokes for breath 


He shook him. Jesus, how he shook the living hell out of him, and struck him, and screamed his name, and pleaded 
until the twitching, the foaming, and horrible, struggling gasps stopped, until the limbs were stil, until the last, 
rattling breath exited those lungs and the heart he loved, the heart for whom his own beat, stopped, and the dead 


weight, the relaxed, heavy shell of a body without life lay cradled in his arms, just in time for a small crowd of 
people to respond 


"No." 
He hardly heard his own voice. It was tinny and far away. 
People began to murmur beneath a looming, unusual hush 


"Slash? Slash, no..no, please." 


He shook him again, his disbelief, profound, unshakable disbelief and desperation pouring down his face. 


Slash stayed limp. Hs head only listed to the side, away from Duff, shielded beneath raven, siky curls, freshly 
washed, freshly dried tresses he had combed just minutes before. 


A howl of despair ripped from his throat, and the now massive crowd of people surged backwards, as if propelled 
by the sheer force of his grief, of his loss, of the death of his entire life, all of his hopes, his dreams, his plans for 


the future laying lost in his arms. 


Why hadnt he been there? Why did he have fo leave the room? Why did he have to leave Slash alone for those 
few minutes? How..how the fuck did this happen so fast?! 


‘Oh, god, no! Slash, no! Come back! No, baby, please!" 


innumerable hands seized him, pulling him away so the new figures in black could surround his Love, the one who 


was gone, and. 
‘No! No! Let me go! Let me fucking go, goddamn it! Slash! Slash!" 


He wrenched, and he thrashed, and the fought with everything he had. He bashed everyone, men, women, friend, 
and stranger alike, struggling to break away, wrestling to free himself from these cruel captors who sought to keep 
him away, to shield his sight, fo bar him from seeing the figures in black who would take away his life, take away 
his everything in a fucking bag, and, 


‘No! No! Not without me! Not like this, Slash, not fucking like this! Dont leave me, baby, you promised! You 


promised!" 


He was shaking. Fuck, he was shaking! When did that start?! When did he wind up on the bed, his spine grinding 
against the headboard as he rocked, his lips bitten and raw, and his fingernails scratching away at the new 


tattoo on his inner left arm. 
Susan Forever. 
dnx! Jinx! You fucking jinx! You heartless, irresponsible asshole! If Slash is dead, its because of youl 


Without thinking, without mind he grabbed the cellphone, not feeling the burning upon the freshly healed ink, 
not feeling the buttons beneath his fingers, only feeling desolation, only feeling fear, only seeing those flowers 
on that casket, the makeup applied to a drained, sallow corpse, a false, blasphemous caramel painted where 


natural beauty once glowed. 


It took five rings. Five rings of labored breathing, five rings of trying to gather his thoughts, as sluggish and 
thick as tar as he frantically whispered, "Please, please, please fucking answer," his right hand clenching the 


sheets, his teeth grinding, his chest aching, until a sleep-addled, female voice lethargically answered, "Hello?" 


"Mama?" Duff shot upright, unable to control the tremors in his voice, the jerking of his shoulders, and his 
manic, yammered, terrified cadence, "Mama, it's Duff. You need to go check on Slash. You need to go, and you 
need to go now. Something's wrong. Something's really, really wrong. I've had this feeling, and | know it's four in 


the morning over there, but something's wrong. You need to go. You need to go! 
"What?" Came Ola's voice, quiet, concerned, and abruptly alert. "Why? What's going on? Where are you?" 


"lm in F-Florida," Duffs shivering and chaotic mind caused him stutters. "And, and | had this dream, this, this 
nightmare, but it wasn't a normal nightmare, ya know, like | usually have, a-a-and, you need to go. You need to 


go now" 


He clapped a hand over his face, smearing the hot tears that seeped onto the damp expanse of his cheeks. His 
gut heaved, and a sudden wave of misery, a force the likes of the storm breaking outside rolled over him, 
drowning him, making his lungs bellow, making his panic mutate into hysterics, into frantic sobs and morbid 
bereavements, "If | killed him..oh, my god, if | killed him, Ola, I'll never forgive myself. | never will, |, |, | never.. | 


couldn't live with myself.. Oh, my god, My Slash.. My Slash.. 


"Duff. Duff!" Ola's voice rose over his, gentle and solid, enough to catch his attention, to make him placate his 


pandemonium. "Hush" 


When Mama took on that tone, he listened. A sharp pang of phantom pain on the back of his head, inflicted by 


a wooden spoon long ago, was a nice little reminder. 


With extremely unsteady hands he lit a cigarette, forcing himself to relative, false calm, listening attentively as 
she said, "| understand. But you've gotta calm down If you feel this strongly, which | get because you've been 
right before, I'll go. But you've gotta cool it, boy. You gotta get a handle on it, because you can't be freaking 
out like this. I'll get dressed and go, but you gotta get yourself together, son, ‘cause this panic ain't doin’ you a 
damn bit of good." 


"I know," the words might as well have been a whimper for all his wobbly lips separated to form them. "I just.. 
You need to go. You've needed to go for a while now, and l.. | didn't know what to do. If | should call him, who | 
should call.. And its.. | broke his heart," he pressed his lips together, shaking his head and sniffling hard, 
struggling to contain himself, "I hurt him. | hurt him so, so, bad Mama. | did unforgivable things, and if I.. If 
he.." 


Again he began to tremble, every muscle in his body rigid, his tears never faltering. 
"Just. Just please, please go check on him," he pleaded, focusing on smoking his cigarette to distract himself, 


unsuccessfully. "l. | still love him. |. couldn't take it. Please.. Please make sure he's okay. Let me know. Please, 


please, please, fuckin’ let me know." 


‘lm throwing on my clothes and going," Ola soothed. Duff could tell she wasn't pleased about this rude 
awakening, but she knew him well enough to know when one of his feelings was worth investigating. "I'll call you 
when | know something, baby." 


"Thank you" the words sobbed. "Thank you so, so much, Ola." 


"You're welcome.” Though kind, she snipped the words very slightly, no doubt her uneasiness peeking through. 


"Now get some rest, son" 
The line went dead, and so did Duff's stomach. 


Numbly, his thumb jabbed the End button. His arm fell mechanically, and the phone struck the nightstand with 


a clatter. 
His eyes and skin prickled. 


He couldn't get the morbid image out of his head. He couldn't stop feeling the hollow weight in his arms. He 
couldn't cease seeing the quick glints of polished brass. 


Every inch of his body bristled with danger. His fists kept compulsively clenching the sheets. 

Shit.. Now what the fuck was he supposed to do? 

Wait. Just wait 

But for how long? 

The back of his head met the headboard, and his knuckles ground painfully into his damp eye sockets. 

It could be minutes. It could be hours 

His stomach growled with hunger, and even it sounded morose and pitiful. 

He wasn't peckish. Jesus fuck, he didn't even want coffee. 

Duff knew he had to eat, though. He knew he had to do something. He had to distract himself. That dread 
feeling, that yawning pit and black hole had begun churning again, and maybe it would be sated, even faintly, 
with food. 


He had a trick for that. It was nothing he'd ever reveal to anyone besides.. 


No. 


But it would help. It would at least give him the drive to eat, just like it had the day before. 


He'd bought a nick of weed off some twenty-something he'd passed on the beach. It was a spur of the 
moment thing, really. It smelled fucking awesome, strong and earthy, and with his abysmal mood he figured it 
just might come in handy. He had no idea what had gotten up his ass and made him do it, but if he was being 
honest with himself, he didn't give a shit. 


He hadn't even hidden the joint. It stil lay in the ashtray, half-smoked among the wasted, crushed filters of 
cigarettes, the manila Bible paper, a page chosen from a specific list of passages he loved to watch burn, 


smudged with black ash buried beneath the layers of butts. 


Too bad the entire fucking time he was rolling the motherfucker Slash's lessons kept coming to mind, his 
devious giggle as he taught Duff how to properly desecrate in order to elevate, "Axl fuckin’ hates when | do 
this. Drives him absolutely fuckin’ mad. Shame, too, ‘cause the Bible paper is some of the best improvised shit, 
and it's readily available in nearly every hotel room. | told him to stop being a pussy and use the empty pages 


in the back if he's always gonna pitch such a bitch fit” 


Duff snatched the joint with a pinch of his thumb and index finger, then disappeared into the bathroom where 
he shut the door, flicked on both the light and the exhaust fan, then stood directly beneath the vent, lit up, 


and exhaled directly into it, pleased to see the smoke sucked from the room without effort. 


Saliva coaxed from his glands at the distinctly pungent, almost berry-like taste. He even smacked his lips with 
soft satisfaction 


"Fruity Pebbles," the kid had said, seeming much more mature than his young face belied. "A nice hybrid. 
Makes you chill and happy, man." 


Chill and happy.. So long as he could chill a fraction, he'd be happy. 


After the first two hits Duff's shoulders relaxed a bit, as did his back, and soon after, the corresponding 
muscles in his chest and abdomen. The older he got, the more fucked up his back got, the more he realized 
just how much brittle vertebra could affect the rest of his body. A single disc out of place could mean a 


migraine, or chest spasms similar to a heart attack. 


He hated those episodes. They scared the shit out of him, and though the fits lasted around half an hour, he 


experienced them like days. 


He inhaled and held the sweet, thick smoke, ignoring the twinge of hypocrisy that always, always flared within 
him the rarity he indulged. 


He didn't consider weed a drug, really. In fact, the uses for it are so abundant he found it a crime to be illegal. 
All those tax dollars that could be used for improvement squandered on a minimally invasive herb with endless 


uses. 


It was still technically a drug, though. 

So much for your "sobriety warrior" facade, he scowled to himself in the mirror, the corners of his eyes 
already drooping, his pristine, white scleras quickly growing to a dim red that emphasized his restless night. 
Wonder if the whole world sees through your bullshit, you two-faced fuck 

At least it would make his stomach and back stop hurting, and it wasn't a pill. God-fucking-damn it, he was so 
motherfucking sick of pills. For fuck's sake, he took more fuckin’ pills to keep him on an even keel these days 
than he had taken to obliterate himself in the past. 

Slowly but steadily the joint burned. He puffed and puffed, constantly observing his reflection in the mirror, his 
sagging shoulders, his short brunette hair that still felt unnatural from time to time, and the pieces of the 
vibrant new tattoo he could make out from the left arm pressed to his side. 

Duff's brows pinched. 

Sometimes he didn't even recognize himself. 

Eventually, the anxiety took a backseat. When he was able to think about stretching and doing some yoga, or 
possibly even watching a bit of television to busy himself, he snuffed the roach in the porcelain sink then 
washed away the scorch mark, thinking he'd take a shower, instead. 

A shower turned to a bath, into lazily chain smoking as he flipped through a battered, well-loved copy of 
Gulliver's Travels he'd read a thousand times, only to hear Slash's chuckle, "At least it's not The Old Man and 
the Sea again." 

He wearily sighed. 

Three years, and you figure he'd be used to Slash's absence, to tuning it out, but no. 


It was everywhere. He was everywhere. In every city. In every song. In every book In his very blood, it felt. 


Yet he persisted. He fought to ignore. He fought for hope, for the cellphone resting upon a poofy towel beside 


him to ring and bring him good news, to ease the ball of creeping, lingering tension that he had become. 


Nearly an hour later he pulled himself from the lukewarm water, a rumble in his stomach and a gnawing, 
insatiable hunger urged by an elevated THC level. 


He called for room service, opting for fruit, water, coffee, eggs, and something with cheese. Lots and lots of 


cheese. 


He didn't eat it anymore, actually. Cheese went straight to his ass, was against his diet, and generally wasn't 


worth it, but at that moment he could care less. He'd punish himself at the gym when he got back home. 


All too soon he was full. All too fucking soon he was staring at the four goddamn walls closing in on him and 
the rain still drizzling outside the window, morning sunlight making itself vaguely known through the hanging, 


persistent clouds. 
He itched for an escape. 


He needed to get out. He couldn't just sit here all fucking day, locked away like a goddamn damsel in distress. 
He'd go fuckin’ bonkers all alone with nothing but his thoughts and the idiot box that spewed unregistered 


images to keep him company all day long. 


The dumbasses..news reporters, he meant, who had been standing in a tropical storm all night, battered and 
exhausted from being pelted with precipitation, palm fronds, and who knows what else being blown around in 
damn near Category One winds, said that by three in the afternoon the sun would be shining, but the rain and 
wind would persist until just after midday, and advised citizens to stay safe wherever they were sheltered 


until the coast was literally clear. 


Perfect, Duff thought to himself, eyeballing his suitcase, then the empty, littered beach about three hundred 
yards from his current seat at the tiny table in his modest suite. Just enough time for a solo, uninterrupted 


adventure. 


The concierge had attempted to keep him from vacating the premises on account of the storm and mess, but 
Duff refused to listen He was polite, but made a hasty beeline for the door, the concierge's warnings fading to 
silence the moment he stepped out into the humid, chilly atmosphere. 


It was like emerging from a dank, stinking dungeon into the crisp, fresh air and beaming sunshine. 
Only, it wasn't like that at all. 


It was dark. So unusually dark for so early in the morning, if Duff could even call nine AM. early these days. It 
was so overcast the day appeared to be nearing twilight. 


Clouds shrouded the sky, varying shades of gloomy grey occasionally backlit by a bright halo of smothered 
sun. The air was sticky and thick, but the wind blew in strong from the sea, cold from the tumultuous storm, 


rustling the leaves that remained on the tattered palms. 


The strong gusts were cool and refreshing on his skin. He didn't mind the icy droplets of rain that spattered 
his exposed shoulders and chest through his tank top, either. Being a son of Seattle, none of these things 
perturbed him. In fact, they recharged him. 


The inhale that expanded his chest was cleansing. He closed his eyes and turned his face to the sky, taking a 


moment to soak, to bask and purify himself with nature's remedy, imagining the water washing away his 


troubles, all those tiny, black drops of despair that rolled over his face, down his body, tumbling away into a 


nearby storm drain 


The quiet of the city was strange, but not unnervingly so. No people, no sirens, no sounds of traffic, no 
nothing. Just wind. Just billowing wind through the buildings, pattering rain on the pavement, and the calming, 


nearby roar of the ocean. 


His chin lowered. His eyes opened, an ashen emerald meeting recovering blue-green, and his feet went on 
autopilot, his soggy tennis shoes leading him straight to the sandy shores, among the prolific debris where he 
strolled and observed, and even collected, still lost somewhere in time, somewhere in the hazy fog of the 


present, the past, and pot-suppressed concern. 


He cradled a sandy shark tooth in the palm of his hand and prodded it, brushing the grains from its onyx, 
fossilized surface, and remembered the black volcanic shores of Hawaii, some of which he'd taken home in a 


small glass cocaine vial from their first trip. 
He still had it. 


The shark tooth in his pocket, the thought to ask Slash, "Hey, what's this from?" batted away like hovering 
smoke, he picked up a chunk of bleached coral, then sat it back down, recalling Australia, teeming, vibrant 
schools of fish and the one that had gotten tangled in Slash's floating mop of hair because he'd forgotten that 
they'd be snorkeling that day. 


To his surprise, he smiled at the memory. 


His poor Slash had gotten finned across the cheek, and nearly drowned in the panic to free the struggling fish 
from his tangled curls. They had laughed about it later that night, but it sure wasn't funny to Slash when he 


was trying to remove an unknown, possibly venomous fish so close to his fuckin’ face. 
Duff still had a chipping of coral from that trip, too. 


He brushed the sand from his palms, and moved on. The more he walked, the more he saw, and the more he 
saw, the more he thought. The gentle rain never ceased, and was a constant, hushed cadence to the scratchy 


imprints his shoes left in his wake. 


Every now and then he'd pass a translucent globule plopped upon the pitted, pockmarked sand, some fat, round, 
and glossy, still with life, others merely the squashea, flat corpses of washed up jellyfish. 


He saved those he could, being very careful to touch only the slick, slimy bell and stay well away from the 
stinging tentacles as he tossed the salvageable ones back into the sea, the ones that weren't punctured, or 
shredded, or otherwise marred. He even scooted a man o war back to safety with the help of a five-foot 
length of wood that was probably once part of a pier, and was overjoyed to see it slowly drift off into the 
horizon, a blueish plastic bag of blinding pain on its way from potentially harming others. 


In two mile's walk fifteen jellies and thirteen fish made it back to the Atlantic, and Duff wasn't done yet. Soon 
sand dollars, starfish, and something that looked like the black, squirming, oozy hellspawn of an eel that fucked 


an HR. Giger monster were tossed back into the sea 


Still alone, still in the roaring silence and tapping, rustling rain he trudged on. His footsteps crunched, the waves 
lazily lapped at the shore, a peaceful shadow of the raging that had taken place mere hours ago, and every 
new and then he had to fling his saturated bangs from his eyes. In some places his footprints disappeared, 
washed to smoothness upon the wet sand, only to pick up ten feet or so later. He could hardly make out his 


hotel, he had gone so far. It was no more than a short, squat rectangle on the bleak horizon 
And he kept going. 


There was something post-apocalyptic about the stillness, about the stark isolation in a place that had bustled 
and been crammed with people less than a day before. 


He enjoyed it, that momentary feeling of being the last man on Earth, strolling among the waste, mostly 
garbage and bits of kelp and dead marine life whose stench was beginning to slip into his nostrils. It was oddly 


peacetul..except for his stomach. 


While he could ignore it, the cheese in his belly felt like it had bound into a sticky, dense blob. The heaviness of 
it weighed on him like his anxiety and the silent cellphone in his pocket. 


Goddamn it For a second he paused, placing his palm above the internal mass, and frowned, looking out to sea. 


My ass is gonna jiggle for a month 


‘And thats a bad thing?" Phantom Slash inquired, an imaginary breath on the breeze, a suggestive grin in his 


tone. "You always complain that you've lost your ass since you got in shape." 
And thats the motherfuckin’ problem! 


Duff forcefully huffed, carelessly throwing himself down on a patch of clean, saturated sand that instantly 
soaked through his jeans and froze his corresponding, impending jiggly butt. He faced the open sea, knees 
elevated and elbows resting on them, his distressed face carved with confusion and longing, hidden in his gritty 


hands. 


The phantom. The ghost. The memories. The urge to make a joke or say something he knew would make Slash 
laugh. 


His missing half. 


No matter what Duff did, no matter how hard he tried to forget, to move on, to make himself realize that if 
he didn't get away from Slash the motherfucker was gonna bring him down with him, he felt..tethered. 


No. 

Nah, no, that wasn't the right word. 

Connected? 

That kind of worked. 

bind you with the color blue, for loyal is your bond." 

Duff closed his eyes, losing himself in the sound of the water, losing himself in memories, in scents from long 
ago, spicy and sweet with the muddy Mississippi clinging to his sinuses, and sounds, the hollow, frantic clopping 


of boots as they danced like morons on an outdoor patio to a live zydeco band. 


And laughter. So much true, happy, unyielding laughter, the kind that cramped your cheeks and left your 


stomach sore for hours. 
He missed laughing until he cried. 


Loyal, his internal monologue suddenly, viciously scoffed. Miriam was wrong Nothing about this is, is.loyal. Nothing 


about this is beautiful, or joyous, or even. 

The abrupt shrillness of a polyphonic tune shocked him like being doused in a cascade of iced water. He jolted, 
startled, desperate, and frantically fished the phone from his pocket, nearly launching the son of a bitch into 
the bay he was so panicky, not even realizing the rain had stopped. He didn't even scan the screen, too eager, 
too afraid to hear the news. 

"H-hello?" The lump of cheese threatened to expel itself. "Ola?" 


"Yeah. It's me, baby." 


She sounded calm. Did..did that mean he should be calm, too? If, if something was wrong she'd be freaking out, 
right? Shit, was he freaking out? He was? He was, wasn't he?! 


He could produce nothing but yammered word vomit, "Oh, thank god! Is he okay? Fuck, please tell me he's okay. 
I've been trying to distract myself, but | can't stop thinking ab--" 


"He's just fine," she said wearily, voice fading into a sigh of stress. "He's here with me. | got him in the shower, 
got some food in him, and got him in bed. He's a mess, but he'll be alright" 


An uncontrollable protective urge overcame Duff's senses. 


"He.. He's there with you?" He sprung to his feet, muscles clenched like he was about to dash clean across the 


continent to Los Angeles. "C-can.can | talk to him?" 
Ola replied with a firm, flat, gentle, "No." 


"Wh-what?" Duff's face burned like he'd been bitch slapped. He even cradled his cheek from an imaginary blow. 
"Why? l--" 


"No," again came the word, just as steadfast. "Because right now, my baby's hurting. My baby's hurting, and 


you're the one who wounded him. You are not about to stop his healing before it can even begin" 


"|, l.. l." his lips flopped, just like all the fish he'd thrown back into the water. "I just wanted to check on him. |. 
know | hurt him, b-but |, | wanna hear for myself--" 


"No" Jesus Christ, Ola was definitely where Slash got his stubbornness. "Right now he needs time. And so do 
you." 


Duff's vanquished feet moved of their own accord, slugging and backtracking the miles of wet, sandy beach 
that had once been laid behind him. 


"Time?" He asked, timidly, almost childlike. 


"Yes. Time, child He needs to prove to himself that he can do this without you. He needs to work through this 
on his own for his own good. He needs to figure out where he's gonna go, what he's gonna do, and how he's 


gonna get his shit together and work through unsuccessfully putting a gun to his head." 


A chunk of the ball of cheese lodged itself in Duff's throat, blocking the rest of his stomach contents that 
instantly tried to add itself to the rubble on the battered shore. 


The dream was right. Oh, my god, the dream was right.. 
its my fault! 


He clutched at his heaving stomach and the phone nearly fell to the sand from the violent burst of his 
ashamed, downright fucking self-loathing, repulsed sob. 


“fm sorry," he cried in bitter anguish as he crumpled to his knees, ignoring the stinging pain of a sharp rock 
that sliced through his jeans and subsequent layers of skin beneath them. "Mama, I'm so, so, sorry! | never 
meant for that; | was just trying to protect myself, to stop getting my fucking heart broken, and as time went 
by | kept hearing how he got worse and worse.. Everyone told me how bad he was spiraling and |, | just.” 


‘Married someone you didn't love in revenge?" Ola asked. How could she be so cut and dry, but understanding? 


"Because you were afraid, and being with Susan is better than constantly having to wait, never knowing if you'll 


find the end of the same, fucked up road you've been riding?" 


"| was scared! lf he had more hair he would've torn at it, but his shirt would have to do, instead. "| was 
fucking scared, and fucking tired of Susan fucking hounding me, and of Slash's fucking excuses, and broken 
promises, and him hiding from me. | wanted to.. | wanted to stop it before | lost him for good, and.. And." 


He forced himself to say the words, to push them through the involuntary retch of nausea, to hear himself 
say the ugly, wretched truth aloud, "And I'm the one who drove him to it. l.. | couldn't stand to see him kill 


himself, and |." 

For a moment, silence fell, nothing but for the ambient ocean and his dismal, shaky dry heaves. 

His wet clothes clung to him, and for the first time cold crept in, making him shiver mercilessly in his misery. 
The wind froze his tears as his head hung, a fist clenched in the sand, the other trembling, holding the phone 
to his ear. 

He drew a deep breath, taking Ola's quiet to be benevolent, a chance to gather himself. 


How could she be so patient when he was the man who damn near drove her son to suicide? 


‘I'm sorry," he began, his sobs hushed in favor of shattered, regretful words. "I never wanted this. | know how 


that feels, and, and for him to be that low.. My Slash.. My poor Slash.. What have | done?" 


"You did what you had to do," Mama finally broke her silence, and Duff couldn't fathom why she was so gentle. 
Its not your fault. You didn't force him there. You didn't put the motherfucker in his hand and command him 
to pull the trigger. You did what you felt was right. You protected yourself, even if you were a fucking idiot 


and married some bitch you don't love." 


Duff sighed a breath of pure, roiling shame. He punched the sand, but it was feeble and limp, more effort than 


it was worth. A movement of defeat. 
It was his fault. It was his fucking fault, and he knew it. He'd shoulder that blame for all eternity. 


Fuck Susan. He could get a divorce whenever he wanted it, but Slash.. He had driven his Slash to the brink, to 


somewhere he never, ever wanted him, or anyone to experience. 


For the first time since their original "separation," of him saying goodbye to his Love for what he thought was 
the last time back in ‘11, newborn baby Grace in his arms when Slash had muttered the words that had cut 
Duff to the bone, "Maybe.maybe you should, you know..try to work it out. With..with Susan, you know. For..for 
Grace's sake," he wished he had died back in Seattle, in that shitty, agonizing summer of ‘94. 


A second chance wasn't worth it if all he was going to feel was incredible, inescapable pain. 


His breath trembled. Fat, sorrowful tears trickled down his cheeks, and with utmost despair he murmured, "l. 
What do | do? What can | do, Ola? l'm." his words almost blew away with the wind, "I'm so lost. lim so.l'm so 


afraid. l'm so.. Ashamed." 
Ím so weak Every-fucking-thing | do is wrong. What the hell is wrong with me? 


"You give it time, baby," she tenderly replied, her slow, mellow cadence soothing. "You give him and yourself 


time. You take care of yourselves. 


"And you? You cover your ass until its right for you to be back in my son's life. This madness is never going 


to end. So, you cover your ass. You bide your time, and whatever happens, happens. That's what you're gonna 


do. 


"If you want, you can call me, and | can tell you how he's doing. But do not, do not contact him yourself. You 
know fighting for sobriety is a daunting thing, and you are not to interrupt or jostle him as he's trying to 
figure it out. You understand?" 


"Yes," he answered, just like a chastised child, resigned to his unknown fate. He wiped the tears from his face, 

grimacing from the scratches of abrasive sand. "l.. | will. | guess.. | guess the least | can do is stay out of his 

life after | blew it all to hell. What choice do | have? Maybe..maybe we're just better off not in each other's..." 
He couldn't bring himself to finish his sentence. 

"You know." Ola sighed, then took on an almost smiling tone, if Duff didn't know any better, "Tony was always a 
Stones man. They were right when they said you can't always get what you want. Sometimes, you get what 


you need." 


"Well, ain't that bleak," sniffed Duff sarcastically, rolling his eyes. He couldn't deny the simmer of disappointed, 


hopeless anger in his blood. "Lovely. Just peachy. In the end, we're doomed to fail” 
"Then you're not listening to what I'm saying, child. Instant gratification ain't always long-lasting and satisfying.’ 


Duff physically recoiled at the cool reprimand, his steps faltering to the left before he froze, staring down at 


a small, gnarled piece of driftwood between his waterlogged shoes. 

“Then..then what the fuck am | supposed to do, huh?" He rasped with clueless frustration, throwing out a 
single, demanding hand. "We run in the same circles. We're in the same industry. We're bound to run into each 
other somewhere, so what the hell do | do if it happens?" 


"Let it happen," replied Ola simply, happy as hell to offer no explanation with her cryptic words. "Easy as that." 


Duff was so frazzled, so tired, so ridiculously overwhelmed, he laughed. He actually laughed. Despite the 
whirlwind, clusterfuck, massive pile of shit he felt like and that had comprised his day that hadn't even 


started, he erupted with a guffaw so strong he doubled over and smacked his palm on his thigh, cackling like a 
man deranged out of his gourd. 


“Easy as that!" he repeated, flighty and borderline insane with insomnia. "Just that easy, huh?" 


Ola chuckled through the line. It was like she had some kind of weird foresight..or maybe she was just toying 
with him, giving him false hope when Slash had absolutely no intentions of ever, ever speaking to Duff again 
upon pain of a merciless ass whoopin’ that Duff totally knew he deserved. 


"Just give it time, baby," she spoke peacefully, with alleviating finality. "You both need time to heal. You're both 
hurt. You've both hurt one another. Just give it time. But for now, you get some relaxation. You take your 
time, and use it wisely, just as I'm sure my son will. He's had enough. He's finally ready, | think. He just needs 
one thing..and that's time. Can you give him that?" 


Duff stood still, expression gloomily serious. 


His brows fell low over his eyes, bowing with his voice in hushed sincerity, "I'd wait a thousand years if | had 


to. You..you know that, Mama." 


"Then you have your answer," Ola pointed out, and though he didn't particularly like it, the light finally popped 


on above Duff's head. "Cover your ass, and don't squander your time." 


Chapter One: Voodoo Queen Revisited 


Author's Notes: 

Hello, lovelies, here's the first official chapter! Prepare yourself for the next one. With the way life is right 
now (hectic as a motherfucker, with Baby Boy needing a helmet for his adorable lumpy head and all the weekly 
appointments for two months that come along with it), it's liable to be a month or more before it's posted, 
but we'll get there and I'll make it worth it. Thanks for hangin’ around! 


7 December, 2000 


The twentieth of June, nineteen ninety nine was the exact date | put a gun to my head. The exact date that 
would've marked thirteen years. The exact date | realized what | had to do, and that it came with a major, 


major risk. 

Complete failure with a very real, extremely possible side affect of death. 

My mission wasn't even a conquest.at least not for Duff. While that was my ultimate gift, the pinnacle of 
what | wanted in life, | didn't bet on it simply because who was | to continue my harassment? To continue 
hounding his friends and family for information, killing myself to achieve an end that would never come by the 
current means which | was using? 


It was counterproductive. It was harmful. It was literally poisoning my mind, body, and soul. 


No, this was a crusade for myself, to fight and struggle with all | had to free myself from the oppression of 
my addictions. My way, by my hands, by my strength. 


It was not pleasant. It was not pretty. It was not easy. 
But it was doable. 


The agony would pass, | knew it would. I'd done this so many times before, but this time was different. It 


really, truly was. 


The tremors eventually stopped on their own one day, when | was weaned from the Librium and was capable 
of keeping myself on an even keel with coping mechanisms | had utilized for over a decade with Duff, breathing, 


visualizing, distracting. Hell, just plain keeping busy. 


| was spinning out new music left and right, lyrics and layers upon layers of guitar, working whenever and 


where ever | could. | jammed with friends at small venues on the Strip, | hit up the recording studios whenever 


| was interested in a project I'd been inquired to participate in, and | was also laying down tracks for a new 
Snakepit record, rehearsing, recording, and rehearsing some more, plus a few sporadic gigs here and there 


before the big release. 


When | wasn't working | read, tended to my scaly loves, played checkers with the one other oddball on tour 
that wasn't inebriated, and worked diligently to keep myself out of trouble. Dude, | even ate right and exercised! 


The only time | was static was when | was asleep, and ninety eight percent of the time | was a workaholic, 
running around like a chicken with its head chopped off. By the time my head hit the pillow around two in the 
morning after shows, | was out, no longer a slave to constant nightmares but occasional ones, ones that still 


woke me to tears on my face, cold sweat on my skin, and panic in my rapid, pulsating heartbeat. 


In those moments | would look to my cellphone, giving it a longing, painful stare, then I'd turn my back to it, 
hiding myself beneath the covers and shaking the breaking images, the hurtful words and horrendous visages 
of My Duff eternally connected to that superficial, bleach blonde, bimbo bitch with over-processed hair the 
texture of dehydrated straw. 


But..but he wasn't My Duff anymore, was he? 


No. | guess in reality he wasn't. But in the depths of my heart, he'd always be My Duff. He'd always be my 


One. 


| sobered up in time to celebrate my thirty fourth birthday with a single beer, a lone red velvet cupcake, 
Baby, a Maxi-Pad whose aging was finally catching up with him at twelve years old, and a Discovery Channel 
marathon of Walking with Dinosaurs, which | owned on both VHS and DVD, having watched the tapes to death 
and replaced them with those fucking discs | could never comprehend had enough space to hold a good chunk 


of an entire miniseries. 


It was apparent that word of my troubles had gotten out. People began to check on me regularly, a select few, 
my parents and brother, Marc Canter, Jerry Cantrell, McBob, Adam Day, and a couple old friends who were on 
my Just Drop On By List began frequenting my home when | was in town, and when | wasn't | got calls from 
them and engaged in healthy chit-chat that | so desperately needed after so long a self-induced isolation 


Mom was right. | needed to get away from the negativity, and when | was home, it was all around me. So | got 


rid of it. 


Duff had sold our place about a month after cutting me off, and after | was just over a month sober, | sold 


my place, too. 


| needed a fresh start. There were too many memories in that house. Too much bleak disaster and suffering | 


was reminded of where ever | resided, so it had to go. 


And even then Duff popped into my mind all too often during my search for a new abode. | always dwelled on 


where we'd put the gym, the studio, and the spice garden, but then Perla would be all over the realtor about 


a massive walk-in closet and immediately sucked me back to reality. 


| guess you could say Perla helped, but really she kind of took over and decided on a house for me. It was 
easier than arguing with her, and the place was nice enough, quiet, private, and had plenty of room for all of 
my sprawling collections, but | still would've preferred a place nearer to the outskirts and wilderness, not 


somewhere smack dab in the middle of the fucking city. 


Oh, well. When it came down to it, Perla and | were basically live-in fuckbuddies because | didn't feel like dealing 
with her shitfit when | told her to pack her crap and get out. 


| had too much on my plate to worry about it, but if | could get my shit straight and not have to hunt and 
take risks to get my dick sucked while | was at it, why the fuck not? We were already established, so who 


cared? 


She did her thing, and | did mine. | kept away from her, usually, just to avoid the stress. She was still in her 
addictions, though steadily clawing her way out of them, and | limited my time with her because of it. | was 
living the low-risk life now, protecting my assets, both personal and financial, especially when she raised the 


question of marriage to me. 
| almost threw up on her brand new Jimmy Choos. She didn't ask me again. 


But, you know, being clean with the exception of tobacco, my strictly enforced two drinks per day, possibly 
three if it was a special occasion, and weed a few times a day, since I've never considered it a drug because | 


can be stoned and still completely functional, granted me life in a new way. 


Sobriety was as liberating as it was scary. My world was no longer obscured, visually, audibly, or aromatically. 
In fact, that was one thing | could agree on with Duff, was just how jarring, how unimaginably astounding it 


was when my sense of smell came back. 


| hadn't even realized it had gone. The scents of coffee, and newsprint, and flowers, and food, delicious food 
that finally, finally had a taste, was mind blowing! And | had no idea No idea that part of me had been 


smothered. 


The day it happened, | was sitting over dinner by myself in a small town in Italy, and it was like the switch in 
my brain flipped. 


Suddenly, | could smell the heavy, salty sea air from the balcony where | sat. It took me aback because it was 
so unexpected, so out of nowhere. Just breathing, breathing, and then BAM Smell 


| raised a half loaf of freshly baked bread to my face, incredulous, dumbstruck, and detected the tangy scent 


of yeast, my mouth spreading from slack-jawed wonder to a wide, toothy victory grin. 


| remembered beaming, filled with a jubilance and exhilaration such as | hadn't felt in far too long, but it was 


instantly bridled, prodded aside to share spotlight with a memory from long before. 
"Baby! Baby! Holy shit, Slash, where are you?!" 


Prompted by the slam of the front door, | pried my nose from the novel | was devouring, stretched out on my 
belly on our bed. 


| tilted my head back with an elevated, "Im up here!" and wedged my makeshift bookmark, a nudie playing card 
with fat ass titties, between the exposed pages and closed it. | shifted to my side, trying to prop myself up on my 
arm to rise to meet Duff, but before | could | was flat on my back, pinned down to the bed with Duffs face 
buried in my hair. 


"What the--" | couldnt pull my head back against the mattress, but | sure as hell could give Duff a disturbed, 
freaked out frown because he all over me, frantically sniffing me like a goddamn bloodhound, taking long, satisfying 
lungfuls and giggling exultantly in his exhales. "Duff, what--" 


‘I can smell youl" Hs lps and humid, happy breath brushed against my neck, his hands in my hair, smashing it 
against his face. '! can smell you, Slash! Oh my god, | didn’, | didn’t even know, L. Whoa!" 


| burst into a fit of laughter just as joyous and ecstatic at his discovery, taking him into my arms and giving hm a 
bear hug befitting of the gentle mauling | was receiving despite his bare, sweaty torso covered in a mist of 
Californian summer dust, fanned to a pleasant glowing gold from his new outdoor-based life. 


"| didnt, either," | chuckled with him, squirming at the Tickling sensation his speedy, gleeful pecks left on my throat, 
leading up to my mouth where one good, hard kiss, and three more that grew fast and faster in succession landed, 
breaking apart with mingling, mutual delight just before Duff started dragging his face all over my chest, still 
snufflng, coating me very effectively in perspiration and well-earned BO. from an all-day bike ride. 


‘Aw, Duff," | wiggled beneath him, unable to do shit all but snicker and let him get his fill, even with my teasing, 'I 
know you just got your sense of smell back, but damn, you smell lke a field of wild onions and sweaty balls." 


"l dont care!" God, how Duff radiated when he was happy. | had begun haltheartedly, playfully trying to wrestle 
him, and didnt pitch a fight when my arms were pinned to my sides, disappearing between my body and his damp, 
sticky thighs. "F | gotta hold you here so | can huff you all | want, | willl Im gonna get my stink all over ya, too, 


that way everyone with a working nose will know youre mine and know to back the fuck off." 


Have you ever seen a pig frolicking in mud? | know | have, since Duffs love of pigs blossomed into him just casually 
bringing a black pot-belly piglet into the house one day without even felling me. 


When it ran past us in the kitchen after | had just gotten home from giving my sign off on a bunch of photos 
Robert John had taken during the beginning of the Illusions tours, its tiny, porcine hooves clicking and it giving litte 


snorts and oinks as it checked out its new environment, Duff gave me a firm look from over his cranvodka, 


answering my twisted, befuddled expression with, "Dont you dare think about makin’ Sir Francis Bacon snake food 
He's family now," so stern | erupted into guffaws simply from his low, flat brows and his unquestionable 


determination that | was not to so much as eyeball his little piggy the wrong way. 


It hadn't even crossed my mind Honestly, | was just like, "Why's there a fuckin’ pig in the house?" just like the time 
we woke up after a party to find a goddamn chicken floating in the pool. Hell, | didn't even know chickens could 
float, but thanks to Alice Cooper | at least knew they couldn't fly. 


And so, Duff added, at least temporarily, to our eclectic farm 


But if you have seen a pig rolling in mud, you know exactly how Duff was smothering me, marking me, getting his 
manly stench all over me while sniffing and sniffing and laughing and laughing 


/ was mercifully spared when a bark boomed in the bedroom, and Duff flew off of me, sweeping up Chloe in his 


arms and pressing the side of his face fo hers in a massive hug. 


Chloe looked absolutely perturbed at her sudden capture, her chocolate brown eyes twitching wider in alarm when 
Duff squeezed her and merrily bellowed, "Chloe! Your head still smells lke a tortila! | cant believe this!" then 
carefully sat her back on all fours, lowering that old, eighty five pound dog so lightly her chunky, arthritic body 
received no shockwave other than the one where she stared blarkly, bewildered at her owner as he jogged out the 
door with a wave to both of us, endearingly smiling, ‘lm gonna go smell more stuff. Be back in a bit!" 


Chloe turned her head round to look at me, her gaze questioning, and even a tinged with a hint of fear in her 
furry, pinched eyebrows 


Í just shrugged and laughed, glowing with pride for Duff until | heard a disgusted, "Yech! Oh, god, | do stink." 


| cast my gaze to the open door with a smirk, watching the shadow of Duff huffing his pits then jerking his head in 
aversion cast along the hall wall. "That bad, huh?" 


"Yeah! No wonder you were bitchin. Oh, man, | wonder how bad my balls are.." The shadow complied exactly as 
you'd think it would, but the hand didn’t make it remotely near the head. "Oh, fuck! Oh, god, man, thats fuckin' 


rank!" 
The recollection made me smile at my bistro table beside the sea, albeit very, very sadly. 


A fragment of Duff's scent was one of the first things | was able to experience after a prolonged period of 
living in a hasty sketch as opposed to a rich, detailed painting, and | instantly reacted. 


It was instinctual, the way my hand reached to my pocket, then stopped. It hesitantly patted the protruding 
rectangular mass of my cellphone, and | caught myself, thinking better before | returned it to the table and 
sipped from a small glass of white wine, my allotment for the day. 


My cacio e pepe was amazing You get so used to everything tasting like cardboard, to it being a dull, 
masticated, saw dust-flavored lump you're forced to swallow lest you starve to death, and the dish was 


simple. So clean, so flavorful, so easy on my stomach, and just.just fucking fantastic. 
Everything in life felt new and shiny again, just like it felt big, intimidating, and predatory. 


Temptations are around every corner, especially in this business. People usually want something from you, and 
| had to relearn how to handle being an introvert and going through my daily routine without the lubrication of 
booze to smooth my shyness or give me the balls to tell someone to go fuck themselves when they were 


being unscrupulous. 
| no longer had room in my life for that bullshit. 


Sobriety made me feel so naked, so overexposed and raw that at first | felt like a pariah, and occasionally came 


off as rude during casual situations instead of awkward and, truthfully, skittish. 


You know how when you first start doing drugs.. Or you probably don't know ‘cause you're a fucking piece of 
paper. Duh. But when you're trippin’ balls and go out on your first outing, you know, your first stoned 
adventure away from your usual chill spot, and you're out of your element and you just know everybody 
knows you're high? You're paranoid as fuck and you feel like everyone's looking at you because you probably 


look as out of place as you feel and fuck, / hope my eyes aren't red. They know, don't they..? They know! 


That's what it was like, except with alcohol. | wasn't drunk. | didn't have my liquid courage, and goddamn it, | felt 


its absence acutely many, many times. 


They know something's up. They can smell it: They're judging me, staring at me, scrutinizing every little thing about 


me! 


But it wasn't enough for me to go back. | just didn't have that drive anymore, that insurmountable, ravenous 


thirst that refused to relinquish its grip. It wasn't appealing, and it wasn't worth it. 


It had been about a year and a half, a year and a half sober that | found myself wandering the streets of 


New Orleans on my own, disguised. 


I'd discovered that if | tucked my ponytail beneath a backwards cap and covered my tattoos few people 
recognized me in jeans, a plain t-shirt beneath a button down, and Converse. | faded into the crowd easier, and 
| took small precautions, such as removing jewelry or exchanging it for smaller, less flashy and trademark 


pieces, To ensure my anonymity, even if my ruse was pierced on a handful of occasions. 


Speaking of tattoos, | had taken it upon myself to mark that grim milestone in my life, the pivotal, catastrophic 


instant that my existence was almost snuffed by my own hand. 


Two new images graced my skin, one out of remembrance, and gratitude, and..and lingering love that refused to 


be extinguished, and one that spited all that, one made out of vengeance and anger, for at first | was angry. | 


was pissed. | was still hurt, even though silently, secretly grieved. 
The one the world would see was a single rose with Perlifa etched upon my inner left forearm, a furious, 


generic spawn in retaliation of a photo I'd seen of Duff's newest tattoo, that hideous inked banner of Susan 


Forever in the exact same spot with that goddamn dagger with a cute little pink heart for a pommel. 

It sickened me. It disgusted me. It fuckin’ infuriated me! 

That fucking prick! He never let us get a couple's tattoo because he was afraid of the jinx, and he fucking does 
this? Horseshit! That fucking asshole, rubbing it in my face! Parading her around like she's his one great love in life, 


the mother of his child, his fucking everything That hypocritical motherfucker! 


So, naturally, | rebelled. Hey, sobriety granted me some clarity, health, and retrospect, not mystical foresight 


and exemption from overreacting. 


But damn, did | feel the regret the instant the needle penetrated my skin. The first line of the rose was placed, 


black ink paving over that lavender, almost blue stencil, and | was trapped. 


Every time | look at it | get nauseated. And it's always there. Always, always staring me in the face, mocking 


me, laughing at me. It's a lie | wear for the entire world to observe. 

| don't mean it. | don't fucking love Perla. | care for her. | love her in sense someone loves a dear friend, no 
matter our squabbles or how | may sometimes paint her more villainous than she is, but | have no intentions 
of making her eternally mine. 

So, why'd | put her name on me? 

Stupidity. Pure, rash, stupidity. 


God, how | hoped Duff's was rash stupidity, too. 


The second tattoo was the one that meant most to me. Tucked away on the outside of my right hip, my little 
flintlock went everywhere with me. A constant reminder, not only of my struggles, but of Duff. 


The muzzle pointed upwards, like it was holstered upside down, complete with a stagnant, whizzing bullet flying 
towards my head, beautifully, expertly recreated in astounding detail. A hell of a lot more expensive and 


painstakingly crafted than fucking Perlita 


Unless | was naked it was hidden without issue, my personal, concealed lesson, one part of myself | examined 


religiously. 


Stepping out of the shower, | would admire the vibrant colors, the small details, like dings in the brass or the 


little chip on the bottom when I'd accidentally dropped it when we were firing from the balcony, blasting a 
sizable hole in a nearby potted palm. 


I'd run my fingers along the lockplate, just as | had that night, tuned into the smoothness of my skin and the 
rippled bumps and irregularities that formed the elegantly scripted Baby Doll, a furrow in my brow, a 
melancholy frown on my lips, the lower one snagged between my teeth, my mind wandering, wondering, wishing, 


then resigning. 


Perla never asked about my little flintlock, the actual pistol or the tattoo. She never asked about the obvious 


hole in the ceiling, either. Or that all of a sudden my main mission in life besides guitar was sobriety. 


| knew she had to have no clue that I'd nearly blown my head off, and there was no way in hell | was going to 
tell her. It would mean unraveling everything, divulging nearly half a lifetime of classified information, and there 


was no reason to now. 


But that early December night on the Mississippi was surprisingly warm, about sixty eight degrees, various 
gauges | passed read. It was off-season for tourists, but the French Quarter was beautifully illuminated with 
twinkling Christmas lights and festive decorations, all of them hopping with merry Cajun flare. 


You know how many alligators in Santa hats | saw? | never got tired of ‘em, they were cute as fuck. 


| strolled beneath strings of small, pale white bulbs, innumerable strands woven between the tight knit 
buildings, creating a seemingly unending, intricate tunnel above the narrow streets that | couldn't take my eyes 


from. 


Music hummed from the structures, country, blues, Zydeco, and just about anything you can imagine, growing 
in volume as | passed the venue, then fading, morphing into another genre, another song, another beat, as | 


came upon bar, restaurant, or just someone playing for tips on the street. 


As | wandered, not lost at all as | roamed streets that | knew as well as the back of my hand, my world 
seemed mostly right. 


New Orleans was a city | adored, a city whose culture | was fascinated with, and a city | held dear to my 
heart and had spent a respectable chunk of my fast life in, but my paradise was askew. 


My beignets and cafe au lait from Cafe du Monde were just as delicious that morning as they had been for 
the first time back in 1988. The flaky dough and gluttonous amounts of powdered sugar were a boon to the 
rampant sweet tooth | now had to control since giving up my burdens, so delicate and delectable they melted 
the second | took a bite. I'd even gotten lucky enough to snag a table in a place that was jam packed twenty 


four hours a day and was able to eat in peace, thanks to my civilian camouflage. 


| roamed every street available, bought all kinds of neat, crazy shit | knew Perla would bitch we didn't have a 


place for, read every historical marker for the millionth time, and never failed to hear Duff yammering 


additional information in my ear, whether or not | was interested to hear it. 


He went with me everywhere, but there, in the Big Easy, with its chugging riverboats, spicy dishes, and 


overflowing memories, | felt his absence extraordinarily. 


But still, | walked. | disappeared into the sparse crowd, beneath the twinkling lights amid the wild music and 
occasional packs of drunk chicks stumbling and "accidentally" letting their tits fall out into winter's cold, 


flattering caress. 
It was a good time, New Orleans was. Even if | wasn't smashed. 


Eventually, when seven in the chilly evening rolled around and the sky was as dark as midnight, | saw an old, 
fat cat sitting just outside a doorway, a familiar, well-known passage I'd crossed through several times in my 


stops through the town. 


It was weird. Each time we..or |, frequented the Voodoo Museum, a cat always lay at its entrance. Never the 
same color, never the same coat length, never the same cat, but it always had the same..feel. And it was 


always a male. 
And | always had to pet it, too. 


This time the big guy was a mass of burnt orange fur and matching eyes that glowed like embers from the 
flickering gas streetlamps. He had a soft, musical purr despite his gruff, scarred face and tattered right ear, 
and was perfectly content to let me love on him for a good minute before | raised my eyes to inspect the 


building. 


The OPEN sign was off, but there was movement inside, so | gave the glass a little rap with my knuckles, 


hoping a familiar face was on duty. 


| grinned, relaxing with a flurry of excitement as a woman turned to face me, expression curious, even a bit 
irritated, but it melted the instant she recognized me. 


Voodoo queen Miriam was pleased for my late, unexpected company. 

"Bonsoir!" She cried joyously as she flung open the door, setting off a chorus of clinging, tinny bells that rattled 
against the wood. She happily took my chilly hands and led me inside, to the temperate heat from an ancient 
potbelly stove and air saturated by scents of herbs, wood smoke, and cloying incense. She promptly shut and 
locked the door, which wasn't threatening in the slightest, as Duff and | had respectfully crashed her place 
after hours. "Bonsoir, mon cher! What brings you to my humble door at this hour?" 

Her dark eyes sparkled like flecked obsidian, her aging, lined face sweet with Southern charm and kindly warmth. 


| removed my cap and fluffed my ponytail, glad to drop my disguise, even if it was for a few minutes. 


"Was just in the neighborhood and thought I'd drop in," | said with a quick shrug, glancing around the museum, 


which was virtually unchanged. "Been a while, hasn't it?" 


"Indeed," she beamed, bustling to return to a drying rack stacked with herbs, but no less courteous. "It's been 
too long! How have you been?" 


"I've." | placed my palms on the counter, a wry snicker escaping my grin, a low thumping thudding from my 


drumming fingers. "I've been through hell and back. The usual, you know?" 


"Ahh, but you're still standing," she wagged a knowledgeable finger my way. "That's what matters. Especially 
with that baggage you've been dragging along with you." 


"Yeah," my smirk grew into laughter, then my face went completely slack. 


| shook my head to clear it, thinking | heard wrong. Miriam always had some weird little tidbit to tease, but 


this.. | knew without a doubt what she was referencing. 
There was no news of that. No press coverage. How the hell.. 
| squinted suspiciously at her. "Wait.. What? What do you mean, ‘baggage? 


"Oh, don't you know?" She asked casually, eagerly, like she was trying to bait me into inquiry. "He was here 


Today." 
My mind and stomach whirled, and | think | did, too. 


An unexpected glass of cold water in the face would've been less shocking. Hell, she could've come over there 
and beat me over the head with a fuckin’ stick and it wouldn't have even begun to scratch the surface of the 


befuddlement | felt. 


"Umm..whaF" | probably sounded tactless as fuck | was so taken aback. | retreated two steps from the 
counter and lowered my chin with a cynical glower, wringing my hands. "What do you mean, he? Do you 
mean.he-he?" 


She clapped her hands together, giggling like a giddy schoolgirl though she was somewhere in her fifties or 
sixties. Just like so many times in the past she produced a tea cup, saucer, and small kettle, already steaming, 
from out of no where, then shuffled to the old, rickety table with its simple white cloth, already prepared for 


who-knows-what kind of ritual. 


All the usual things, candles, an athame, tarot cards, and the like, lay perfectly organized on its surface, and in 
just a few moments she was seated and prepared, waving a welcoming hand for me to take my place in the 


empty seat opposite of her. 


"What a night of fortuity," the voodoo queen's teeth flashed with enthused mirth as she struck a match and 
lit the two white pillar candles on the table. "What an amazing, interesting set of events that played out today." 


A grey trail of sulfuric smoke snaked into the air as she extinguished the match with a shake and placed it in 
a small brass saucer, then fixed her enigmatic onyx eyes upon me. "I knew you would come. | knew you would 


blow through my door, just like he did. And he knew, too." 
"l." My ass met the cushy seat, and | could only stare at her incredulously beneath my brows with my dopey, 
nonplussed, scrunched face. She wasn't offended by my bewilderment in the slightest. "| have no fuckin’ clue 


what you're talkin’ about. What's goin’ on?" 


"Drink, drink," she urged, just after pouring water into a cup she'd hastily stuffed shredded leaves into. "Please, 


drink. I'm curious. l'm so, so curious! And do not curse in this shrine; it upsets the loa and the ancestors." 
| shrank in my white woven wicker chair, admonished. "Oh... O-okay." 


| warily glanced at all the frames around me, paintings and portraits | was about ninety five percent sure 


whose inhabitants I'd seen move on their own. "l'm sorry.” 


"It is no matter." She waved a hand, then gestured to the china before me, her smile so wide her cheeks had 


to be close to cramping. 


With no further questions but a ton of confusion | reached for the cup, but the second | got my cautious 
hands around it, it was whisked away with a hurried, "Wait! Wait!" 


Miriam darted up from her seat, seized something beside the drying rack, and ignited one end, already 


scorched, with a candle's flame. 


"We gotta cleanse you first," she scolded herself and simultaneously informed me. "Your aura's so clouded up 


it'd be a damn shame if all your hard work were to dissolve and be for naught. Stand, please." 


| tried for a giggle in a moment of severely tangible awkwardness spurred on by a million unanswered 
questions, "Are you sayin' | gotta purify myself in the waters of Lake Minnetonka?" 


"Never heard of that lake," the voodoo queen frowned interestedly, moving me gently away from the table so 
she could work around me, "but Lake Pontchartrain ain't far from here if you'd like to give it a try. Nothing 
wrong with the old tried and true methods." 

| audibly chuckled, but internally pouted, Damn it, Duff would've laughed. 


| did as asked, remaining motionless with my hands to my sides as she bustled around me, blowing gusts of 


smoke that smelled a lot like pot, but from the look of the bundle, white leaves bound together with yellow 


thread, | knew it was dried sage. Hell, probably from her own personal garden 


She instructed me to close my eyes and inhale and exhale slowly, to imagine all of the stressful, painful things 
I'd endured leaving me with every breath, lulling me to a calm, meditative state as her circles around me 
gradually slowed, then eventually stopped, which | hadn't noticed until a smudge of liquid was pressed on my 
forehead, just between my eyes, and she said, "Salt water. Now, without further ado, please, sit” 


| took a deep breath and opened my eyes to see the lights dim, the small, cramped room dancing with 


candlelight. | took my seat. 


| studied the benevolent shadows on Miriam's face, listening closely as she slid the cup and saucer my way and 
| began to sip the strong, scorching, floral tea. 


"Now the cleansing is complete, we can begin. Let me just say." she greatly paused, and clasped her hands upon 
the table, "tonight's reading will be a muddle of information. | will read the leaves for you, but | will also give 
you information. | will answer your questions to the best of my abilities, but | will not divulge most of the 
separations between what | see, what | have been told, and what | have seen The meaning is yours to glean as 


you will 
"The leaves had much to say with him, as they had much to say about you, hours before you arrived. 


"I spoke with him, and he is okay with this, thinking perhaps the time has come. He knew you would surface, 


and he, too, came seeking solace." 


There was an airiness, a floating..cleaniiness. Yes, a pristine weightlessness in my belly, coexisting peacefully 
alongside the heat from the tea. Then that feeling of immense openness, that unguarded sensation of being 


completely exposed, soul and all, consumed me, like being turned inside out. 
With all this talk of "He," | was certainly feeling quite vulnerable without him by my side this time around. 


He had sat right there, in that very chair, hours before. It was as if | were in the footprints of a ghost. | felt 


as if | could feel him, as if | could smell him. 


| allowed my mind to expand, and pinpointed a familiarity, a well-known.vibration, if you will, thrumming around 
me. An impression of green, of sea, and sand, and pine. The untraceable breeze on my face was a phantom 


smile on the gentle gust. 
So near, yet so far. The story of my fucking life since this fiasco started, 


An unnatural chill hovered in the air, like it was a second skin that refused to let in the spewing warmth from 
the stove a mere six feet away. The atmosphere hummed with an eerie, yet relaxed feeling, and | felt the 
Tension in my shoulders ease as | drained the last of the tea, careful not to disturb the loose leaves, then 


placed it upside down upon the saucer. 


| slid the collection to the middle of the table, then rested my hands in my lap, fingers woven, mind calm. 
Miriam's soft smile went lax with a collecting sigh. She closed her eyes, murmured softly beneath her breath, 
then raised the drained cup to her face, rotating, frowning, even scoffing, leaving me to sit in the silence, a 
silence too quiet to be in the middle of the city, a tranquility that did not match the bustling bars just down 
the street. 

"You poor child," her lamentation was hushed. She sounded so much like my mom it was creepy. "I really am 
sorry to read of these troubles. Your aura was in recovery, but | knew not of what. | got the feeling it was 
mortal." 


She slowly, sympathetically shook her head, eyes glued to the leaves. 


| didn't feel the need to reply. It wasn't something | liked to wave around. It was my personal hell, and | 


discussed it in depth with only one other person: the one who found me. 
"Yes, time,” she continued, frowning into the cup. "Time indeed is what you needed. Time you have had. Your 
time you have used well. He knows this. He hates this, but he knows this. And he wasn't sure if enough time 


had passed when he saw you this morning. And he is back home now, so don't even ask." 


My eyes bugged from my head. In my meditative state, | plain fuckin’ shot to the edge of my seat and gripped 
the lip of the table in earnest. 


"This..this morning?" | registered the longing in my own voice. "What..what do you mean?" 
She smiled at the leaves. 


"This morning, Cafe du Monde. He was so afraid of mucking it up he turned around and left in a tizzy, terrified 


to derail your progress." 


"What?" | replayed my entire fifteen minute stay at the cafe in exactly ten seconds, and never once recalled 


seeing a remotely familiar face in the sea. "Why? Why would he be afraid?" 
Her grin never faltered. "Because he's afraid of the jinx." 
The jinx 


| forcefully sighed. | buried my face in my hands and rubbed my temples vigorously, like | was trying to scrub 


my brain. 


| hesitantly asked, "What..what about the jinx?" with an inkling of frustration and loss, meeting her gaze. 


Her eyes were soft and empathetic, returned to the cup. "Because he thinks he jinxed it. That he acted too 
fast, then too rash, then too stupid, too selfish." 


My head shook, slow, yet jerky, in refusal. "No. No, that's not it at all. It was me. It.it wasn't him." 
"He still blames himself, you know," she continued. "For the death. For the near-death. And for the betrayal. But 
it is from both sides. Both sides have wounded. Both sides have hurt. Both sides must forgive themselves if 


the souls are to meet again. | told him this, as | am now telling you." 


For a while, there was silence. My eyes lingered on the flickering candles, studying the dancing flames, avoiding 
the gaze that watched me benevolently. 


| tried to untangle the riddle. For eons | grimaced and | stared into those tear drops of shivering fire, wrapping 


my head around her words. | would've had an easier time shaping rebar into a DNA helix with my bare hands. 


Did.dd Duff say any of this, or is this just just some voodoo mumbo jumbo? |. The jinx. Jesus, he wasn’t the jinx, | 
was the fucking jinx; how could he think that? 


Death? Near-death? OD's? My fucking fuck ups? 
Fucking Duff, you fucking martyr, stop taking everyone else's mantel upon yourself. My choices weren't yours. 
Miriam gingerly broke the silence, but she still made my skeleton jump from my skin, "May | ask one thing?" 


The focused scowl on my face eased as | forced my raised hackles to lower. My eyes elevated to hers, almost 


nervously, while | tore myself away from my rambling thoughts. 
"Yes." 
Geez, | even sounded scared My reply was pitifully feeble. 


She motioned to my left arm, which | offered with definite hesitance. She gently gripped my wrist, flipped my 


hand over, and studied the tattoo etched in my skin with creased brows. 
"Was your vengeance worth branding yourself?" 
The question reverberated like the heavy, hovering vibrations of a hammer striking an anvil. 


| stared at it, the stain, the lie, the permanent mistake that would forever cling to me for the duration of my 


life, and gulped down a well of nausea 


Sadness tugged at my mouth. A droplet of shame rippled in my chest. 


| slowly, sincerely shook my head. 
"No," | firmly, desolately whispered. 


She softly replied, "Neither was his," and released her grip. "Ease your mind. That question is one | can answer, 


no matter the current placement of your thoughts.” 
My hand lethargically recoiled back into my lap. 
| didn't know what to feel. 


| felt.. | felt.. Empty. | felt vacant, but somewhere inside there was a spark, a little, tiny, glint of hope | still 
fought to ignore. 


Maybe its time l.maybe not ignore it so much Just feed it a bit every now and then Be aware, but not.not 


searching 
If Duff.. IF he regrets it, then..then why did he.. 


Too many questions. Too many ruminations had piled in my mind over the last year and a half, heaps | had 
shoved to the back of my mind, avoiding them in favor of pursuing health, of saving my life. There was so 
much | wanted to know, so much | wanted to say, so much | just. wanted to yell and probably even cry about, 
but | knew Miriam would be unable to give me the things | really wanted. 


Answers. Closeness. Reconciliation. Duff. 

"Just be wary of her," the voodoo queen's brows lowered as she jutted her wizened chin the direction of the 
tattoo. "If you tether yourself to her as he has to her, you will never be rid of her. She will make it hell. Do 
not repeat his mistake. She will fight and take all she can, for your two still have not come to pass." 


‘My.my two?" The boudain balls I'd eaten for dinner bounced in my stomach. "What do you--" 


"Two and two," she said easily, again raising the cup and concentrating. "Balance. Two and two before the final 
bond. It is destiny. It is still written in the leaves, but has not yet come to pass." 


"| don't." | shook my head, utterly perplexed. "| don't understand. Bond..? God, | feel perpetually bonded. l.. | can't 


go anywhere or do anything, or watch a movie or listen to music without thinking of him. |." 
A scoff of frustration twisted into a laugh, passing through teeth that grinned with abrupt mania. 
"| have no idea what to think. I.. | have no clue about these, these..two and two. l.. | came here.| guess for 


answers, but | just wind up with more questions. Like how this is going to work! You say we have to forgive, 


that we obviously still want each other, but even with that, how do you even begin to heal this kind of.falling 


out? This kind of hurt? Where do you meet? Where do you begin? Where do you..where do you pick up?" 


Miriam smiled, a slow, genuine stretch of her lips that was infuriatingly cheery, like she had a front row ticket 


and couldn't wait to see our show. 

‘Similar souls," she said mystically. "Kindred souls, bound souls, find each other, and have little issue finding 
their balance. You've found one another in previous lives, whether it be as friends or lovers. Bound souls will 
always intertwine, both in the present and the past. Bound souls, as | have bound you and you have bound 
yourselves through interaction and time immense shared, will always find their way." 

The cup returned near her face, and her eyes narrowed in her study. 

"The leaves read the same; | will tell you this. Neutral ground. Neutral ground is where you will meet, when 
self-hatreds have been absolved but not forgotten from the sheer weight of needing to bear the other an 
apology in an urging for understanding, in an urging for love, for a return to familiarity, to the old hearth." 
Her lips twitched with amusement. "And an urging for.handing things the old-fashioned way." 

| was lost. | was so fucking lost, but goddamn it, | was willing to hear this out and get every last shred of aid | 
possibly could Any and all clues would be immensely helpful, even from unconventional means such as voodoo 


queens of New Orleans. Fuckin’ helll | was sober and yet this shit still didn't make a goddamn bit of sense. 


| licked my lips in thought, compressing them as | tried to mop up the melted puddle that had become my 


brain. 


"So." For the first time my clasped hands met the tabletop with a hint of confidence. "When this time should 


come to pass.. This neutral ground, how.. How should |.or we go about it? | mean." 
My voice faded, but Miriam had no problem picking up where | left off. 
"Make your own luck," her eyes twirkled. "It is destiny." 


"What?" | squinted a single eye in vehement suspicion. "You just said to make my own luck. If it's destiny, then 


why would | need luck?" 


"You need both," she grinned, of course giving me no damn explanation. "Fate is both fixed and constantly in 


flux." 


"That." | shook my head so hard in bewilderment that a couple curls popped free of my ponytail. | quickly 
tucked them behind my ears, glowering with exasperation, “That's a paradox." 


"Life is a paradox," that damn smile persisted, so polite, so maddeningly mysterious. 


"You know," | chuckled with just a sprinkling of lunacy, "sometimes these leaves leave me with more freaking 


answers than | arrived with." 


"Why?" Miriam's happy, easygoing glow never waned. "I gave you all the solutions you needed, but allow me to 
clarify: You are bound You are as bound today as the day we met, as the day | tied that blue yarn around 
your wrists, as the day you said those words and accepted the risks without hesitation, even with the fair 


warning of hostile weather. 


"Your souls are bound and have been bound for lifetimes. Remember what you saw when | preformed the 
ceremony. Remember the faces, remember the familiarity, the memories. Remember how you're linked, how 


your spirits resonate along the same line, shadows of forewarnings shared through visions and emotions. 


"Some dreams are not just dreams. Some feelings are not just feelings. Some rendezvous are not of chance. 
Sometimes they require work. Sometimes they require vulnerability, and giving into a primitive overcoming of 
the senses, of all boundaries, all wrongdoings and misdeeds thrown aside in favor of everything you once knew, 
of everything you mourn returning to your embrace. In the human condition passion and connection easily 


outweigh all else. Once you have love like that, it is hard to forget. 


"A bound one cannot be denied. A bond can be snipped, but a ghost will remain. In this love lies a powerful bond, 
one | saw, one | recognized, and ore | still see. Two hearts ache. Two hearts yearn. Two hearts are ready, even 


if they are both afraid." 


A soft clink sounded as she placed the cup back onto its saucer, then held my gaze solidly, saying with hushed 
finality, "Though they need not be." 


She stared at me for a while, and never once did | feel the need to look away. | felt as though she were 
somehow examining me through a sort of voodoo mind ray, scanning me, filling in the holes where | couldn't, 


even if | didn't understand them. 

It was clear she'd told me everything | needed to hear, not that a lot of it made a single lick of fuckin’ sense. 

| mean, on some plane it did, but.. But goddamn it, | just.. | wasn't sure. 

| sat back in the chair, still relaxed, still in that weird, elevated, mystical headspace, and folded my hands in my 
lap. | stared down at them, chewing my lower lip, furrowing my brows in thought before | dared to say, "How 


do | know you're not just winding me up? | mean, you could just be pullin’ my leg, you know?" 


Her eyes rolled at my gall, then fixed firmly, scoldingly on me. "I have harbored one of the biggest secrets in 
the entertainment industry for nearly fifteen years, and you think | kid about this? Come." 


She sprung from the table so fast | genuinely expected her to whack me across the back of the head, but 
instead she took her place behind the counter and flat out leered my way as | stupidly lumbered with 


cautiousness to the opposite side, cringing for the next blow that would come as words or a plain smack in the 


face. 

"If you do not believe me, you stubborn fool, then believe this" 

| jerked backwards, flinching from the counter as her hand flew from beside the register and landed, palm 
down, with a thunderous slap. When it pulled back it revealed a receipt with an obvious, undeniable name 
scrawled upon it. 

My jaw instantly unhinged. 

| took two tense, slow steps back to the counter, picked up the ticket and carefully cradled the thin strip of 
paper like it was an ancient, fragile object that would crumble to dust in my very hold. | studied it, studied it 
hard, imprinting the image in my mind. 

New Orleans Historic Voodoo Museum 

124 Dumaine Street 


New Orleans, LA 7OIb 
(504) 680-0128 


[2/11/2000 


Sundries... $25.00 
Etcetera... $30.00 


Total... $55.00 


Credit: Visa 


My eyes fell, becoming concretely entranced upon the name scribbled just below. 
Michael McKagan 


The black ink flowed hesitantly. | could tell he'd almost written Duff because the leftmost line of the first M 
was distended well beyond its McKagan counterpart, exactly as he always did when writing the letter D. 


That happened a lot. He always tried to write Duff on things that required a signature of his true name. We 
actually had a joke about it. 


‘Hey, Baby? Who am | again?" 

But this.. 

My hands trembled. 

This piece of paper, crinkled from my shaking fingers.. This was proof. 
“Turn it over," Miriam's sympathetic voice suggested. 

| did. 

Hey, Baby Doll 

Same old left handed scrawl. Same black pen. 


My eyes watered My heart fell somewhere deep beneath the earth and still managed to jam itself in my 
throat. 


| shook my head. | was as fucking cynical as | was fucking desperate to believe it. 

A hand over my mouth muffled my words, "You gotta.. You gotta be kidding me. ‘Cause this..." 

Again my head shook, and | made my teary eyes meet those of the aged, painted portraits around me. "I'm 
sorry, but this shit doesn't happen. This shit.. This is crazy. This is unbelievable. This kind of shit doesn't happen 
in real fuckin’ life." 

"But aren't all legends and myths based in fact? And you yourself have been through many things that ‘don't 
happen in real life" She determinately tapped the receipt. “This is real. I'm telling you it's real. You know its 
real. Are you afraid to be happy?" 

Her question took me by surprise. It shut my mild freak out right the hell up. 

| got quiet. | retreated into myself. Her inquiry had totally broadsided me. 


It was a damn good question 


About a minute and a half ticked by, every second audible from an old clock that had hung on the wall behind 


the counter since | could recall. 


When | had my answer, when | knew for sure what lie in my heart of hearts, | pried my eyes from the view 


of my beat up sneakers and caught Miriam's, which were studying me from head to toe, not at all maliciously. 


"l." My tongue felt like a massive wad of cotton in my mouth, sucking all the moisture required to speak. "Yes. 


|.. I'm afraid to get hurt. And l'm.. lim afraid to..to hurt him anymore. And..and he..” 
| cleared my throat, gulping down a lump of emotion 
"He hasn't forgotten about me. He still.. He still loves me." 


“Similar souls," she said with the same weight she had spoken, "You poor child,” when reading the leaves. She 


shook her head with pity. "Proud bastards, both of you. Foolish. Needless. Pained." 


She sighed, an exhale of light exasperation that blossomed into one of amusement, into a smile as she 


drummed her fingers upon the counter energetically. "But perhaps not after today." 


"But he," arms spread | beseeched the room, searching every inch, glaring down the portraits as if they'd 
come to life and answer each and every one of my existential questions, "he got manned He had a baby! I've 
heard all about him, and though everything l'm being told lines up, | can't fathom it. | can't understand it. After 
it happened.well, after | got sober, | kept hearing, ‘All but divorced, interspersed with, ‘Another girl’ I'm pretty 
sure he doesn't love that, that.talentless, dim-witted, pigeon-toed tart, so why would he do it?" 


"Little birds sing their songs back and forth," the voodoo queen lilted strangely, a sagely smile on her lips. "But 


even little birds cannot speak for the forests themselves." 


Goddamn, | was glad | saved a drink for the evening. | was gonna savor the shit outta that Hurricane because 


lo and behold, | finally, finally comprehended something that had come out of her mouth. 


Duff and | definitely had little birds, our middlemen, people who relayed the goings-on in our lives to one 
another. We'd both done it before, so why not again? 


And while | was at first no more than a stalker my inquiries about him had lessened, mostly ‘couse | figured 


he had washed his hands of me. 


| never asked for his schedule. | never asked where he'd be when touring with his new band, Loaded. | never 


prowled or plotted for a forced meeting. 


| was pissed and hurt, but | wanted to make sure he was doing alright. Heart broken or not, | still cared. | still 
loved. | still wanted him to be happy, even if | wasn't. 


| slid the receipt Miriam's way, but she stopped it, and waved her hand above mire. "It's a token. Keep it. You 


know now what you have to do, yes?" 


Lips and brows pinched, eyes on the signature, | nodded. 


| took the paper in my fingers, fished my wallet from my back pocket, then folded the receipt two times, so 
the thin sliver fit snugly behind my driver's license. 


"Nothing to do but wait, | guess." | frowned, though | wasn't sad. "I mean, in reality nothing's changed. 
l've.waited without looking. I've just.kind of hoped that since we're in the same business we'd bump into each 


other eventually. But now.. Now I'm gonna be wondering, you know? Where? How? When? Especially when" 


The voodoo queen folded her arms and leaned on the counter, grinning slyly. "Which will make it all the more 


fun and surprising when the inevitable reunion occurs. But for now.. 


She reached below the counter and pulled forth a small, plastic Ziploc bag filled to the brim with something 


white that made me do an uneasy double-take. 


"Salt," she mollified, darkly amused as she plopped it before me. "I trust your hotel room has a tub. Run a 
bath, place this in the water and soak for no less than fifteen minutes but no more than thirty. Again, imagine 
purity, all your strife, troubles, and doubts leaving you, swirling down the drain when complete. And dear, do 


try not to dwell." 
Another item joined the salt, a puffy, aromatic, neutral colored linen bag sewn shut with blue thread. 


"Jasmine and rose." Miriam patted the homemade mojo bag lovingly. "For nightmares and all matters of the 
heart. Place it beneath your pillow each night for two weeks. If you find it helps, invest in some lavender oil for 
an easy substitute. A couple drops on your pillow won't hurt; it doesn't take much. In fact." 


In two seconds she procured a thin, two-inch tall brown vial with a black twist top lid, and placed it beside the 
bag. 


"There." 


| cupped my chin, scratching at the light sheen of stubble on my cheek as | nodded. | don't know how she knew 
about the nightmares and already had this stuff ready for me, but, okay. | was mostly used to voodoo queen 


Miriam's eccentricities, but they still managed to catch me off guard every now and then 


“Alrighty. Thanks." My head continued to bob gently. Wallet already in hand, | cracked it open and reached for 


my credit card. "How much--" 


Miriam's hand clasped over mine with a stern, "Absolutely not. Its already been paid for and then some. What 


a stubborn ass you love; he wouldn't take no for an answer." 


| erupted with a spout of ringing laughter. A warm, sweet feeling bubbled within me, like my own personal 


internal hot tub in the center of my chest. My palm even covered it in my sudden mirth. 


Oh, god, what was that.. Was that..happiness? Pride? 


It took everything | had not to beam, “Yeah. That's My Duff for ya, ya know?" and instead shyly, awkwardly 


simper, "Yeah, sorry. He's just that way sometimes.” 

The only reason | shoved my wallet back into my pocket was because her eyes were so goddamn steely | 
wasn't about to push my luck. A lot of times our money was no good at the Voodoo Museum, and if it was it 
was only after an unreasonably hefty discount. 

As she began depositing the items in a paper bag, she paused to poke an amused, clever finger at me. 


"l saw that, by the way." 


| patted the bulge in the ass pocket of my jeans, checking that my wallet was firmly in place before innocently 
replying, "Saw what?" 


| kept my gaze averted for the question It was obvious, too, since | didn't have my fuckin’ hair to hide behind. 


"The exact same reaction displayed to an otherwise innocuous remark." Her brows rose with her smile, 


exaggerating the creases in her brow. "You two are hopeless." 
She sighed wistfully, then quickly, cordially clarified, "Romantics" 


My cheeks reached toasty perfection in perfect time with my grin. | took the bag and wrung the stiff, folded 


paper lip in a restless grip. 


"Yeah," | chortled sheepishly, quiet with shielded hope. "Guess we'll just have to see, huh?" 


Back at the hotel, after the Hurricane that gave me an unexpected buzz and a healthy dose of carb-laden 


Cajun delicacies to help combat it, l'd executed everything the voodoo queen requested. 


| purged myself in the bath for a good twenty minutes, then had to get a shower to wash all the damn salt 
off me, and soon | was laid up in bed, the mojo bag tucked right where it should be. 


| don't know why | followed her advice, really. | guess because despite the whimsical source, it had never led 


me astray. 


| had a dream that night, once | had been eased to rest with the mingling fragrance of jasmine and rose 


emanating from beneath the pillow. 


| was home, but it wasn't home. 


Thick wooden walls, rough hewn beams, not walls of sheet rock surrounded me. The smell of fresh water, of 
lakes and newly fallen rain, and sweet spring grass permeated the room, along with wood smoke and the heat 


from a comfortably roaring fire. 


| looked around, and there wasn't really much to see, honestly. A simple home with humble accommodations, 
without a doubt ancient. 


It was a small space, but relatively big for being a single room dwelling. Rectangular walls led to a sharply 
angled ceiling, and a central stone fire pit crackled in the center of the wooden floor, the coals occasionally 
hissing from spits of rain drizzling through the ventilation opening in the roof. Pots, pants, weapons, and clothes 
hung on nails dotted around support posts, and a handful of clothing lay damp, drying over primitive chairs 
situated around the ring of large, polished, round river stones that comprised the hearth. 


All in all, the place was simple. Not much as far as decor went. 


Honestly, the only thing that really stood out to me was a mural upon a far wall. Jérmungandr, the world 
serpent, clutching its tail in its mouth as it encircled Yggdrasil. 


| frowned to myself. 

How the hell did | know that? 

Despite my confusion, | continued to study, allowing my eyes to roam the image which consumed the entirety 
of the far, narrow wall. The painting was beautiful, consisting of a clean, bold, black outline, the colors, though 


simple and primary, had been blended gracefully. The stormy blue serpent was even shadowed, making it appear 


as if it were floating menacingly in thin air, circling the massive, sprawling tree and all its bug-eyed, neutral- 


faced inhabitants. 
An accomplished smile tugged my lips, and | crossed my arms with satisfaction 


It was something | was proud of. It was an elaborate, detailed take on my own view of the World Tree. 


Motherfucker had taken me months to complete. 

| scowled again, mildly thrashing my head. 

| didn't have much time to stare at the work and bicker with myself that | was going crazy. | wish | had 
because | had some good fuckin’ arguments for myself, but the creak of wood groaning beneath hollow thuds 


of boots from behind me turned my head. 


"Hey," came a voice, soft and welcoming. It whispered tightly with suppressed happiness, with the eagerness of 


one long awaiting an arrival, but it also croaked hoarsely, as if too silent for too long. "You're back!" 


"Duff?" In slow, awed shock and mesmerization | turned, looking up just as hands genially clasped my arms, 
right into a smiling, ardently joyous face surrounded by locks of long, blonde hair, not the short, spiky 
brunettel knew he still had to have. 


Eyes that matched the tender grasses just outside the open window sparkled, and near the property line a 
compact plot of sunflowers swayed in a powerful gust that whistled through the window and cooled my face, 
making the flames in the hearth billow and dance. 


The scent of wet earth caked my nostrils. A heavy aroma of pine had blown in from the mountains, carried 


with the coming storm, and mingled with the saccharine clover in the meadow. 


A single hand cupped my face, a thumb tenderly stroked along my cheekbone, and | gasped in violent 


recognition, reaching out and seizing Duffs forearm with both hands, in desperate disbelief and confusion. 


"Duff?" | looked him up and down and cautiously patted his shoulders and chest, utterly incredulous, slightly 
panicked. His black jeans and white Stooges t-shirt definitely did not go with the Viking theme. "What's goin’ on? 
Where have you been, l.. Miriam told me about the cafe, and, and." 


My vision flickered as white hot pain sliced into my right shoulder, like a wolf had captured me with its teeth 
and was attempting to drag me down, to trip me up, make me fuck up just enough so | stumbled and handed it 
the split second it needed to crush my windpipe in its jaws. 


My fingers frantically groped at the spot, at the wound | knew would be spouting blood like a crimson spring, 
but instead of gore, of what was undeniably a mortal wound | certainly deserved, gushing slick, precious life, it 


found linen. 


| gave the material a few cautious prods, finding it was merely a woven strap for a pack, a pack that weighed 
on me as if it were filled with nothing but stones, bowing my back, sending jets of searing pain arcing like 


electric fire down my legs and up my spine. 


| wrenched my shoulder, knocking the strap loose with a hunch of my back and a sharp shrug that enabled my 
fingers to wedge beneath it. They landed right over the joint and something in it popped, making my vision pulse 
with floating, colorful splotches, but with a surge of determination and a flare of dull throbs from one more 


good, hard shrug, the pack clattered thunderously to the floor. 


It kicked up a cloud of dust as it hit, landing with an avalanche chorus of two dozen pieces of clashing cast 


iron. 


| groaned and panted with exertion, with relief, but | didn't shrink from the sound. | felt light as air, the 
sensation of the ripping ligaments in my shoulder fading into serenity, into a sweet, warm light as | looked into 


his face, at his gentle smile that gradually grew blurry. 


"|." My lips trembled. 

Hesitantly, nervously, | touched his face, brushing his jaw with my fingertips, unable to believe he was tangible. 
| carefully pushed aside his bangs, drinking in his image, every little line on his face, every scar and all the 
stories behind them that whizzed in the back of my mind, but especially those eyes. They never left mine. 
They never glittered with anything harsh, anything nasty, anything other than quiet, peaceful solace. 

| blinked a tear, and he instantly wiped it away. 


| leaned into the caress, and it swept the entirely of my cheek, pulling me in until the side of my face met his 


chest. 
| closed my eyes, focusing, living in the moment, breathing it in 
His warmth radiated as strongly as the fire. He felt alive. | could hear and sense his heartbeat, inhale his scent. 


Then his arms enclosed me, and a soft, prolonged kiss met the top of my head, his cheek coming to rest upon 
it. 

| buried my face in his chest, and hushed a sob. 

Long before now he would've faded away. 

He was physical, solid, flesh and bone within my embrace. His breath rustled my hair. His chest expanded and 
contracted against mine. His back was muscled and firm beneath my touch as my hands slid up his back to 
gingerly wind the ends of his long, golden hair around my fingers, then press down on his shoulders, pulling him 
closer, squeezing so desperately tight | knew my time was running out, that any second he would crumble like 


brittle clay. 


A large hand buried in my curls, and a content sigh was exhaled, joy showing in the increased beat of the 


heart that thrummed beneath my ear. 


It was overwhelming; | couldn't believe it. | was so fucking happy noiseless, unstoppable tears began to darken 


his shirt. 

But as beautiful as it was, the moment was cruel. | kept waiting, waiting and waiting for him to dissolve like 
dust slipping through my fingers, to suddenly vanish from my hold, to shove me aside and tell me he hated 
me, that he couldn't believe he had ever wasted his life with me and loved someore so selfish. 


That's what always happened in my dreams, so why didn't it? 


He didn't disappear. He didn't say anything at all. He just held me, and that said more words than he ever 


could've uttered. 


But | couldn't be silenced. My sense of homecoming, my dizziness, the very real vertigo, like that of springing 
wildly in midair by a bungee cord, demanded | do something, say something. 


| felt like | had been wandering for months, weathered by the unforgiving elements of my environment until | 
was near death, and his merest presence, his merest affection and kindness at, for the first time in a year 
and a half, not..not leaving me, not fading, not saying hurtful, true things | deserved to hear, screamed and 


thrashed its arms to be appreciated, to be taken note of and expressed sincerest, deepest gratitude. 


"Duff, l." My lungs were tight, but not with anxiety. The tears in my eyes were for once not of grief as | 
looked up, as | watched him, peering up into that gaze, so tender and reassuring, never so much as twitching a 
disapproving lip at the few flimsy words | could produce, "I've missed you. Where.where've you been? l-- You 


could've talked to me, |." 


| felt so lost, so perplexed. Despite the relief, the weight that had been dropped, | was woozy with exertion | 
couldn't remember experiencing. | was suddenly so exhausted, so tired that all | wanted to do was crawl 
beneath the massive pile of furs on the low bed and sleep for days. They sure looked thick and plush, and god, 
how | wanted that warm, familiar body snuggled to mine as | slept. 


Duff smiled sweetly, that little, honest curl of the corner of his mouth that stretched into a gently amorous 
grin, that loving, "My poor Slash," smirk he always got when | was tired, sick, or otherwise stressed and came 


whining to him for attention It was a nonverbal, "I love you.” 
‘lve been right here," he said kindly, like | should already know. 


He separated us just enough to cast an open palm to the crackling fire, to the hearth of the home. The arm 


that held me tightened, hugging me hearteningly to his side. "I've been right here all along, just waitin’ for you: 


The next morning was a blur. Son of a bitch, | had no idea what was goin’ on For being sober, | had no fuckin’ 
clue why | woke up so sleep drunk, stumbling around the hotel room like a wobbly, newborn giraffe instead of 
doing my usual zombie shuffle, but the moment the alarm went off | jumped through my ass cramming my 


shit back into my bags so | could make one last stop before | inevitably had to catch a flight. 


You know, normally dreams don't stick with me. Bits and pieces can imprint themselves if they're good or bad 
enough, but l'm never one to remember the entirety of a dream. And that was one on which the replay 


button had firmly jammed. 


All through repacking, all through breakfast, all through the taxi ride to the Voodoo Museum, where the OPEN 


sign wasn't even illuminated yet. 


Of course | pet the cat outside the door, but this time the thin, white boy with a brown patch behind his left 
ear and on his rear right leg didn't get much affection before | was knocking on the door so vigorously | made 
the glass rattle and buzz for the entire twenty seconds it took an amused, grinning Miriam to hang up the 


phone and let me in out of the cold. 


| was tempted to bring the cat in, too. The temperature had dropped greatly overnight, and every breath in 
the short walks from the hotel to the cab, then the cab to the museum, billowed fog from my lips. In a few 
places, the spits of dormant landscaping and were iced with a thin layer of frost. 


The door behind me shut with a merry, jingling cascade of sleigh bells, and | spun around to be greeted with a 


raised index finger and an expectant, giggly expression 


"So, let me guess." the voodoo queen said with a flourish of her hands. Her eyes glinted with conspiratorial 


cheer, fleetingly flitting to the landline. "You had a dream, too, huh?" 


Chapter Two, Part One: Fuck Pleasantries 


Author's Notes: 

My god, this is late as a motherfucker! Im so sorry, y'all. My son started running at eight months and has 
proved himself the exhausting daredevil; no surface is too high to climb! That on top of, well, just life, and 
putting a ton of pressure on myself for this chapter has made the last few months a right bitch. | hope ya 
like it. l'm glad its over, lol. 


Early April 2001 


To say | contemplated the voodoo queen's words was an understatement. Within less than twenty four hours | 


discovered myself a spiritual scholar, a sort of sudden savant unraveling the secrets in her soothsayings. 


If my analysis were observable, a thought bubble would be constantly churning above my head like a 
teleprompter, miles of endless scrolling words crammed together and whizzing along at blurring, breakneck 


speed. 


And within that chunk of incessant, obsessive text bits and pieces would be emboldened. For instance, you 
would find dialogue reruns of what little Miriam divulged about her abruptly ended phone call which had 
apparently left Duff as sputtering and eager to speak to me as | was him when she told me she practically 


had to hang up on him to let me in the museum. 
Of course Miriam was objected to being the middleman. 


"| ain't your throughway," she'd stated, sassy and stern. "I told him that, too. You two know perfectly well how 


to work a phone." 


Well, my phone never rang. And | never worked up the two grams of balls it took to do more than scroll to 
that Seattle number and stare at it, feeling my guts start chewing on one another as my thumb hovered 


above the Call icon. 


| always chickened out the instant my fingerprints created the slightest friction that might indicate so much 
as a tender detonation of the big green button. The call would go through, then the fucking bomb rigged to it 
would blow up right in my face with a maniacal cackling shriek, like that of a decrepit animatronic ghoul howling 
through a blown-out loudspeaker, "Ha, ha, haaaa! Gotcha, dipshitt 


Now, to say | had many mental images of myself cartoon-like, coated in soot with sizzling, frizzy hair that 


stuck out at even more odd angles than it already did.that | had a plethora of. 


As well as questions. So many motherfuckin’ questions. 
"The dream, Miriam, L. | still dont get it. How can two people have the same dream?" 


‘Just lke | said yesterday." Her brows knit, concentrated on the sprigs of rosemary she was dividing according fo 
size. "Kindred souls resonate along the same lne. They find their way to each other. Two souls cleansed on the 
same night; two souls traveled their way through the ether, through time and space unimaginable for each other. 
Think of it lke astral travel or projection." 


‘Astral travel?" My ears perked and my lps pursed interestedly at the words. ‘Like, out-of-body experience?" 
"Yes," she nodded 


| jammed my chilly fingers in my jean pockets, my antsy feet shuffling. ‘Like, that whole thing Duff did when he 
was in the hospital? Where he was hovering over his body and watching everything going on in the room?" 


"Mm-hmm," she nodded again with her hum, good-natured, even through her redundant answers to my repeated 
questions. "The astral body leaves the physical body many times both consciously and unconsciously. You were just 
aware of it because the factors had changed. Your fears had been laid to rest. Your body and soul had been 
cleansed, as had his. 


"I fold you that it was a fortuitous day. Simultaneous purification, readings on the same day within hours, which 
meant he left a very palpable trace of his energy. Did you notice its nearly a full moon? A waxing gibbous, too? 
Great for a little power boost. Great for results in a struggle youre fighting to end." 


She paused to wag a wizened, sagely finger above her herb bundles. "And the solstice is just around the corner, too. 
The veils between worlds are thin Its time for family and festivities, and spring rebirth, is soon to come. Its a time 
for reflection on the past and looking forward fo the future. Plus the Druids called the December moon an Oak 
Moon, you know. Strength and eternity. | told you it was fortuitous." 


Miriam rolled her shoulders and stretched her neck, sighing as she clawed her aging fingers into repeated fists with 


several successes of crackles. 


She drew a final, gently gathering heave of air, and smiled, relaxing as she exhaled, twinkling with mischief and 
expectation. "And please, when this happens, let me be in the loop. | don't think Ive ever been so invested, so 
interested with two people outside my normal friends and family. You are fascinating people with fascinating stories 
who have fascinating reactions to the spells and rituals Ive interwoven between you through the years because of 
the bond you share. | dare say, out of the multitude of couples Ive met, many of them Ive helped shepherd 


through a spiritual journey, you dont see a lot of, what some would call, soul mates." 


A shadow crossed Miriam's face in time with her unsettled grimace. One half of her left eye, stil in a sliver of 
sunlight, sparkled like specks of gold in rich, black earth 


"There's too much imbalance. Too much impatience. Too much contradiction and not enough compromise. People 
choose mates they seldom speak to, ones they turn their back on, and are unwilling to set aside their pride and 
acquire the vulnerability required for such naked intimacy. And intimacy, in this sense, does not equal erotic. There's 
plenty of people out there that go at it lke rabbits and cant say two words to one another without breaking into 
an argument. It takes great strength, great humility and courage to be naked Truly, truly naked." 


The shadow passed Her previously lowered eyes locked on me, and the orange early morning sun cast her in 


glowing bronze. "Do you have that strength?" 


Well, fuck, | gave up wondering if | had that strength. Mostly because | was so goddamn exhausted from looking 
over my shoulder like a paranoid owl every place | went, constantly searching for the Who, Where, When, and 
How dangling over my head like a fucking carrot, one that occasionally smacked me in the face like rude, errant 


dick across the cheek. 


With time | ceased scouring every city | went to. Every building | inhabited and came across naturally turned 
up empty and all | got for it was stress, so | just stopped worrying. 


Hell, | had to live my life. | couldn't be constantly distracted while trying to go about my day-to-day activities. 
| had too much to worry about instead of going, "Shit, was that Duff?" five hundred times a fuckin’ day while 
also juggling phone calls, tour arrangements, upcoming interviews, photo shoots, and all kinds of crap. 

| figured when and if it was meant to happen, it would, so | left it alone. 


And you know what? | was totally at peace with it. And for someone like me, that peace was invaluable. 


My bustling work schedule helped keep my sane, too. | always had something to do, somewhere to be, and on a 
fateful day that somewhere just happened to be Japan Tokyo, to be precise, just in time for the cherry 


blossoms to bloom. 


| remembered Japan being the first sense of culture shock | experienced, and it was beautiful. Sure, Guns had 


been across the pond, but when you're from across the pond, it's just returning home. 


In the UK there were quirks, of course, all of which Duff had a tag-along guide in me to help him navigate, but 
Japan was a whole different animal: an ancient culture with its rich history, etiquette, and, in some cases, 


strict views, which to five drunk, twenty-something assholes like us didn't mean jack shit 

As | “grew up" (| use that term loosely, being an admitted perpetual teenager), | inevitably gained more respect 
for the places | visited, not wanting to just get obliterated at the city's best party pubs, but immerse myself 
in the local life, sightseeing, and history.. 

With Duff. 


Damn if. | winced with the first step from the plane, shielded by the safety of my curls, exchanging fresh, 


humid air for the stale, recycled atmosphere rotting my lungs. This is gonna be a hard one. 


My first trip to Japan without Duff, and the cherry trees were blooming. Something on our bucket list of shit 
to do together before we died, and | would be doing it alone at a garden renown for its all-season blooms, 


Shinjuku Gyo-en 


I'd be walking in the steps of history, the ghost strolling beside me beneath the fluttering showers of pink 


petals unable to adequately provide the companionship once promised. 


We'd only been to the garden in autumn, when the sprawling, manicured fields were carpeted in lush green and 
dotted with leaves of amber, orange, and crimson, the trees of cypress, cedar, and tulip harboring vibrant 


pagodas in their cool, shadowy depths. 


It was so tranquil, a place to me that was awe-inspiring in its meticulous majesty, that this small speck of land 
in a massive city that completely surrounded it, nearly smothered it, was so quiet, so restful with its calm, 
smooth ponds and koi of all patterns, colors, and sizes gliding, oblivious to the outside bustle, just beneath the 


surface. 


It was six in evening when | arrived, two hours too late to cross that forlorn dream from my list, so it would 
have to wait until the next day. Then maybe I'd just make up some excuse about other business that had risen 
up so | could hang around and not have to head back home so soon. | was enjoying being on the road again, and, 


frankly, was looking for any reason to stay away from the cesspool of LA. 


Plus | totally intended to take my time to view the garden's three varieties of style, traditional Japanese, 
French, and British, now that my schedule wasn't cramped. | also planned to thoroughly enjoy the tea house and 
its various sweets, then maybe even lounge beneath a grove on the lush spring grass and finish the novel I'd 
bought before leaving LAX. Fans willing, of course. 


| was in no rush as | unpacked a few toiletries for a shower at the hotel, nor was | in a hurry while | cleaned 
myself and relaxed beneath the torrents of hot water, achy and stiff from the damn near twelve hour flight. 
I'd fallen asleep out of sheer boredom with my head against the window, resulting in a lovely crick that 


gratefully decided to abandon my neck within five minutes of watery solitude. 


| was glad for so much practice in flipping my sleep schedule. Sure, it drove Perla nuts when | was up all hours 
of the night and fell asleep at noon, but damn it, she wouldn't be the one half asleep in an interview that 
required picking up on subtle, manipulative hints of dialogue that poked at subjects I'd rather not be questioned 
about. Or flat out asked, as had been the current trend. 


Axl had been coming up a lot lately, and holy shit, how | wished motherfuckers would just drop it 


"What did you think about the recent Rock in Rio performance? How do you feel about Buckethead replacing 
you? What do you have to say about what Axl said about.” 


Are you fucking serious? 


Why couldn't they just ask me about the projects | had goin’ on and leave ancient, easily-sore-when-prodded 
history alone? Yes, | am famous for being in the band, but it's not, and never was the only thing in my life. | 


am not defined by Axl, nor is he defined by me. 
And no, | still haven't forgiven him, either. For many things. 
But anyway. 


Black magic towel on, another around my waist, | observed my reflection in the one clean streak in the foggy 
mirror, finding no issue with the two-day stubble darkening my chin and jaw. | only scratched it with 
lackadaisical, resigned concern, staring at each and every one of the grey hairs that contrasted so harshly 


against its fellow dark companions. 


It's like they popped up over night. | just woke up one day, saw my reflection and realized | was well on my way 


to an impressive salt-and-pepper. 
Im not even forty yet, goddamn if; | could've had four more years! 


And to make it worse, they aren't even grey. They're fucking silver, and it only makes them stick out all the 
more because they glint off the fuckin’ light. 


| wondered, in my hotel bathroom, exaggerating my pursing lips along with an inquisitive bristly scratch of my 
cheek, if given enough time, they'd go pure white. 


| throatily huffed, dismissing the thought with an eye roll. "Fuck it. Now, what'd | do with my deodorant?" 


The good thing about Tokyo is that it's just like New York--the city never sleeps. It didn't matter that by the 
time | got out the door it was nearly eight at night. The metropolis buzzed with life, light, and people at all 
hours. Restaurants, bars, and stores packed with all the inventory you can imagine are always open, and if 


they're not, guess what? A short walk yields yet more interesting fruit. 


| had no idea what | would get up to when | left the hotel. | made a quick dash out the automatic doors in my 
usual "disguise," this time a mere black button down, my ponytail tucked beneath a backwards cap, and comfy 


jeans and sneakers. And my leather jacket, of course. 


| veered right and just followed the sidewalk, staring up at all the flashing lights and television screens that 
scrolled with peppy advertisements and bright, blinding colors dampened by my sunglasses..or moonshades, be 


that as it may. 


With zero breeze to be found the air hung with a wet, clinging, chilly spring humidity. A thick scent of diesel 
made me slightly, pleasantly lightheaded, and the smell of soy sauce and simmering food from a nearby cart 


surrounded with locals triggered a growl of curiosity from my stomach. 


Hey, one of the best ways to learn about cultures is through food, and after some apologizes and some rough 
translations (my Japanese was as extensive as the vendor's English), | was nibbling what a man in queue 


politely broke in and explained was skewered chicken with a sort of sweet teriyaki/soy sauce glaze. 


Fucking delicious. Fucking fantastic! | was so glad | had taste buds again and something in my stomach besides 


the lingering remains of airline food. 
And so | went on my merry way, three chicken sticks in hand and camouflage still in tact. 


I've always loved getting lost in unfamiliar cities. Okay, sure, you know.. Sometimes we fucked up. Like, really, 
really fucked up. We wound up in the wrong fucking neighborhood where a single glare from someone three 
blocks ahead of us made us tuck tail and scurry away, prayin to whatever god you please that a fuckin bullet 
wasn't about to bury itself in our backs. 


We were bad motherfuckers--and stupid motherfuckers, admittedly--but we weren't that fuckin’ stupid. 


But you tend to miss things when you're in a car, you know? You can pass by something a hundred times and 
not notice it's there, and sometimes it turns out to be some neat, wonky store with weird shit. 


Well, Tokyo was no exception. 
Beer in vending machines? Panties in vending machines, are you fucking kidding me? 


| bought a pair just to say | did. And a beer, too. Then a few more Times Square-like streets down there was 
a row of dispensers, much like over-sized gumball machines, loaded down with all kinds of zany shit, and | 
snagged a squishy figurine of a chubby girl whose tits ballooned out when you squeezed her. She was like a 
fun, perverted little stress ball. The only way | would've liked her more is if she squeaked. 


Nothin’ really crude about that last comment, by the way. | have an affinity for annoying friends and family 
with squeaky toys. Chloe and | used to drive Duff batty with it, and all | could think about was that obnoxious 
squeaky, squeaky, squeaky! going off and those inflatable torpedo titties repeatedly smashing the side of his 
laughing, disgruntled face. 


| giggled somewhat giddily at the sudden thought, causing a little old lady to curiously eyeball me before | 
tucked the squishy girl in my jacket pocket and meandered on my way. Whether the woman thought of me as 


a total pervert or slightly insane with my nighttime eye protection was up to chance. 


| took time to peek into stores and window shop, letting my feet take me where they may. When | wasn't 
dodging drunk night club patrons | was lowering my sunglasses and squinting through glass at darkened display 
cases, making half-assed mental notes about the area so | could drop in and pick up this or that before | 


jetted back to the States. 


And something | desperately wanted to get my paws on was an artwork of fucking Godzilla, the old school 
Godzilla, playing pinball. 


| needed it. | needed it, damn it! 


You know what else | needed? A couple taiyaki cakes, fish shaped sweets that were something akin to a waffle 
or pancake batter with a saccharine filling nestled inside, which | found in a modest bakery just down the 


street. 


| purchased custard and chocolate flavors with ease, thankful my interaction wasn't hindered by the difficulty 
of a language barrier. | won't lie, either. Not only did they smell absolutely delicious, but | wanted to stop 
simply because it was the first place to have a porcelain statue of one of those calico lucky cats waving both 


paws above its head. 
If you pet those, do they bring you luck? You know, like the Laughing Buddha? 


That's a hypothesis | was willing to test, though | believe you achieve much more in busting your ass than 
just sitting on it waiting for things to come your way. No effort, no results. Simple as that. 


| needed one of those, too. The cats, | mean. How the hell had | been through Japan so many times, admired 
those damn things and not gotten one from the motherland? Mending that was a requirement before heading 


home. 


Man, there were so many things to convince myself not to eat, so many shops | perused and clubs | hastily 
bustled past. | felt like an assassin, ducking in and out of shadows, dodging crowds, and generally attempting to 
keep my face hidden. It had been nearly an hour and I'd succeeded in anonymity..and composing a fun, 
impromptu spy soundtrack in my head, too. 


Eventually | found myself in a more familiar part of the Shibuya district, only because | knew one of the 
skyscrapers quite well despite being a visitor. The area was as bright as a goddamn blue giant star in the face, 
all burning neon and blinding, flashing screens casting lingering azure halos. My use of shadows would be 


impossible here, but at least sunglasses helped lessen the glare of the illuminated technicolor sprawl. 
Head down, chocolate pastry devoured, | shuffled on 


Tower Records Shibuya loomed in the sallow city sky as | rounded a corner, nibbling contentedly on my custard 
taiyaki fish, but with an innocent glance upwards, to the massive glass windows of the building the pastry 
plummeted to the concrete, slipping right out from between my fingers and gobsmacked, idiotically gaping 
mouth. 


| stopped so suddenly | nearly tripped on a seam of uneven sidewalk. | coughed up a hunk of half-chewed food 
that briefly sat astride my tongue before | remembered to swallow it, feeling my insides wriggle with cool fear 


and warm, creeping hope. 

| forgot all about the taiyaki as my eyes glued to a poster plastered on the inside of those giant panes. 

Duff and the three other guys in his new band glowered down at me from the top right. Above the entrance 
doors, just below the brash red letters identifying the building on the violently yellow background, the marquee 
screamed, TONITE: LOADED. 


If hadn't had been so paled out from a winter spent mostly indoors, the blood that drained my expression 
would've left me glowing like a ghost in the lemony light. 


"Ho-ly shit! 

For the first time in a long time | swayed wildly without the effect from alcohol. | gawked in transfixed 
stupefaction, jaw on the ground and eyes vast, oblivious as a large group of people parted on my left then 
effortlessly converged on my right. 


‘Oh, no.” my lips faintly twitched, "no way. No fuckin’ way is this.. Is this..2" 


It was like a stun grenade went off my in my head. Nothing but white smoke and an imagined explosion so 


deafening my ears rang. 


For a moment | faltered, hands in my pockets, tugging an escaped ringlet from beneath my hat, mechanically 


squeezing the chubby girl in my pocket, wishing she'd squeak to aid my frantic thinking. 


Oh, fuck what if. What if this doesn't work. What if | cant pull it off, if | cant in the door, or, or we don't meet, 


Or... 


‘Make your own luck," the voodoo queen's words echoed, rippling tranquilly through the chaos like a raindrop 


upon a smooth pond. 


In my mind's eye | could see her grinning mischievously, twinkling, shepherding me with a wave of her hands, 


and luminescent by bronze rays of morning sunlight; a living embodiment of an epiphany. 


"Holy shit," | rasped once more, tongue dry and palms sweaty. | vigorously shook my hands to rid myself of 


jitters. "Holy fucking shit.” 


| faintly remember pacing on the concrete, the scratch of my shoes hissing, the flint of my lighter scraping 


hectically beneath my thumb. 
Holy shit Holy shit Holy shit 


Abruptly, my mania ceased. 


Humid spring atmosphere sucked into my lungs, purifying and bolstering. | spun on my heel, standing at 
attention, staring down the boldly lined, shadowy peridot eyes that peered down with authority and attitude, like 
this motherfucker was about to do filthy, wretched things to me that we would both thoroughly enjoy. 


A shiver snaked cooly along my spine. A slight fog condensed as | exhaled slowly. My heart hammered like a 
driving piston. 


That cocky little smirk was endearing. 
God, | missed seeing it. 
But | still wanted to sock him in his exquisite cheekbones. 


| ached to implore with apologies and slow, tender kisses, feel his hands in my hair and his lips on my cheek. 


Maybe..maybe even hear a gently whispered, "| love you." Or even an, "I still love you." 


Sinister, twistedly eager heat unfurled throughout my belly. It slithered below my belt, creeping down my 
thighs like thick, persistent honey. 


/ want hm to make me his bitch 


A wicked, scheming smirk curled my mouth, but it softened as soon as it surfaced, spurred to ease by an 


overwhelming pang for a different kind of intimacy. 

Most of all | just want fuckin’ answers. | just.. | gotta do something | gotta at least talk to hm.. 

Waves of hard tenacity swelled and coalesced alongside my insecurities, my questions, my fucking crass libido, 
and need to be heard. They interlocked and tangled like combating snakes, vying for dominance, struggling until 
finally melding to form a resolute knot in my stomach, filling me with a hum of lulling challenge, of impending 

conflict, resolution, or possibly both. 

The cognizance of certain confrontation was almost comforting. 


Well, | wasn't gonna get results just staring googly-eyed at a goddamn picture, letting my mind run amok. 


With a clench of my fists and a heaving sigh of courage, a thick, sticky glob of squashed fish cake was all that 


remained of my presence on the sidewalk. 
If this works, Im gonna buy about thirty of those motherfuckin’ lucky cats 


| didn't hesitate. | didn't dawdle. | made a fucking beeline for the bar (just in case), grabbed a beer, and 


disappeared into the crowd to a live version of a song I'd only heard from Duff's solo album (unreleased due to 


Geffen's dick move), a tune of his tumultuous relationship with Los Angeles, "Seattlehead" 


Jesus, what a fuckin’ ethereal experience, being surrounded by a voice | hadn't heard through more than a CD, 


personal homemade studio recordings, and video tapes for years. 
Two years, | suddenly realized, empty and overflowing beneath the dancing lights. Just over two years 


The sound of him made my hairs stand on end. It was like a fucking religious experience waiting to happen. | 


kept watching the ceiling, waiting for the thunderbolt to blast through the roof. 


I'd kept my back to the stage while waiting at the bar. | wanted it to be a surprise. | needed it to be a surprise 


when | turned around, when | got that first glance. 


| needed to be able to pay my full attention, to focus, to be able to jumble together a plan because right then 
| had nothing. Absolutely fucking nothing but a goddamn beer in my hand and a cheek-cramping smile on my 


face. 
Don't let that fool you, though. Beneath my jacket | was shaking like a fuckin’ leaf. 


With a turn of my shoulder, a fall of my eye upon a thin body bathed in white hot lights, the tension in my 


muscles dissipated. 


| stared in wonder. | stared in relief. | stared in fear at the small, far away figure, so pale it was glowing as it 


thrashed at its black Les Paul, glinting just as harshly off the spotlight. 
Then my feet graciously kicked into drive. 


Even for a smaller venue the place was fuckin’ bouncing. People thrashed like waves of a stormy sea, jumping 
up and down in unison, a single-minded entity. All of them knew the words, and many of them shot me irritated 
glares as | cut through them, hypnotized, eager, scared fucking shitless, making my way closer and closer, my 
gaze adhered to the stage and my hand clamped securely on the icy aluminum can, my stunned mouth ever 


unhinged. 


| got recognized. | got dumbfounded, slack-jawed responses to my presence, but to be honest they didn't 
register at the time. | didn't know where I'd end up in the crowd, but I'd be goddamned if | was gonna miss this 


opportunity, even for a fast handshake or so much as a wave. 


|| wanted to make myself known, but how? The further | ventured, the more | had to fight for space in the 


dense throng, for a coveted position near the stage. 


| hit a fucking phalanx, a wall of people about fifty feet from the platform where | stood idle, jostled by the 
swarms of clamoring fans. One of ‘em nearly knocked my drink from my grasp, but that was the last thing | 


was concerned about. 


| almost threw a temper tantrum. The human wall refused to give, and for two verses of a song | attempted 
to squirm through compact messes of limbs. | stood on my toes, hopped in place to look for anything, any and 


all openings that would allow me access where | needed it, but the motherfuckers were packed solid. 


| needed to get backstage. That was the only way, | decided, nearly taking an elbow to the face in a split second 
distraction of a corny Duff joke | never heard the punchline to. 


Fuck, how? Will they even let me back there? Shit, how the hell am | supposed fo do this?! 


A couple songs went by, one vehemently screamed through Duff's throat and the other crooned, and 
eventually | wormed my way through the horde, through the churning, sweaty bodies and roiling heat that 
comes with so many people jammed in a tight space. My irritable impatience drained as my brain screeched, 
"Fuck it!" and | began to shoulder through people like an oblivious asshole, bent on my mission and unwilling to 


take these steadfast, unshifting motherfuckers keeping me from it. 


And wow, what a sight it was when | was victorious, when | successfully battled the multitudes and won my 
prized position beneath the lights, in a spot slightly stage right | knew would be visible, in the first few rows of 
the crowd | knew through years of experience would be illuminated. 


It wasn't front row, dead center. But it would do. 


| smiled in triumph, in utter, unimaginable relief. | exploded in laughter though it drowned in the thundering din 


of rock n' roll, on cloud fuckin’ nine. 


Here | could look. Here | could see, and potentially be seen And | let my awed, starved eyes drink in every little 


detail. 


Duff was a god made flesh on that pedestal, radiantly draped in beams of limelight. A punk rock Apollo 
demanding the audience's attention with his fiery corona of spiked hair, blazing red from the stage lights, and 
abs to rival those of ancient Greek statuary, as smooth and sculpted as expertly carved marble, polished and 
gleaming with sweat. He would turn a certain way, arch his back just so while getting into the song, and 
individual rivulets would shimmer in their descent, the most of which drew my feasting eyes to his hips, down 
his muscular back and his long legs clad in simple black denim so low cut they didn't leave much to the 


imagination. 


My god, he was an Adonis. Fucking beautiful. Fucking fierce. Fucking confident, working the crowd with cheeky 


grins and little gestures to point out jubilant audience members. 
A bloom of warmth pooled in the depths of my chest, even as my smile-strained cheek twitched. 


Pure happiness. 


Duff thrived in small venues, and by god, it showed. 


Then something struck me, something that stuck out through my sensory overload like a sore thumb as | 
watched him play a long, difficult outro riff Id helped him write like a master. 


Duff wasn't wearing his wedding band. 


His left ring finger was completely naked, but his right, now furiously strumming the intro to an Iggy Pop 


cover, bore a very familiar ring. 


No, it wasn't our ring, but the massive black onyx stone I'd gifted him after a trip to New York. And | knew 
first hand the only reason Duff had taken off our rings was when they needed cleaning, he was working out, or 


the trickle of years his hands were too swollen to accommodate them. 

"All but divorced," McBob had informed me shortly after | got sober. 

| leered with pride so smug it was perverse. 

Fuck you, you dirty, sneakin' succubus! | still got him! 

| took a sip of bitter beer and raised the can in the air, uncharacteristically screaming my fucking head off, 
"So messed up, | want you here! In my room, | want you herel Now we're gonna be face-to-face, and l'll lay 
right down in my favorite place!" 

Overjoyed guffaws burst from me, drunk on excitement and risk, nostalgia and hope. My brain buzzed on a 
natural high, a chemical cocktail | hadn't hardly experienced while sober with the one exception of being on 
stage. 

‘| really liked it when you got dominant. It really fuckin’ turned me on to be your bitch" 


‘Really? You wanna be my dog, Slash? Hl remember that!" 


Son of a bitch, 1987 was so, so long ago. Another era. Another life. The flurry of memories from just sharing a 


room with him, even without him knowing, was incalculable. 


| wanted to grab the guy next to me, shake him like a damn martini and yell right in his face, "That's my baby! 
You see that? That's my fuckin’ baby! 


| would've been horny, should've been horny just from the mere sight of his glistening, half-naked body that | 
knew every single inch of, but fuck me runnin’, | was too goddamn enthralled to be anything more than 
ecstatic, especially when Duff's eyes scanned the crowd and the words to a scathing song faltered partway 
from his mouth, falling silent the instant a well-timed sweep of white, blinding light rolled over the mass of 


people; the moment he saw me. 


It was slow motion. Gorgeous, wondrous, wide, green eyed astonishment as sound and time morphed, slugging 
and distorting for a brief, eternal moment. 


Duff recoiled like he'd been sucker punched. The lips that had been pressed to the mic, snarling furious lyrics, 
froze, then went slack. 


He was stunned to absolute stillness. Even the rhythm guitar went mute. It was as if he alone had been put on 


pause; the lights flashed, the band played on, but Duff stopped and stared, petrified on the spot. 


| saw the silent question, the yearning, the disbelief as he moved slightly away from the mic, craning his head 
for a better investigation, searching around the sea of bobbing heads that occasionally obscured me. 


The rhythm resumed, strumming on autopilot. 

Duff's brows twitched downward, almost hopelessly. 

"Slash?" Noiseless, the question passed his lips. 

My mind bellowed, He's been looking for you, too! Destiny. Destiny! Fucking seize it! 


If my brain could've grabbed and jostled itself like | wanted to do to the guy next to me, it would've. As it was, 


the motherfucker was whirling like a carnival ride. 


Play it cool Play it cool, dude. | forced back the urge to flat out start flailing like a drowning man. "Yes! l'm 
here! I'm right here!" Set the mood Mysterious. Sexy. Cliche, '! looked across the room, and | saw him.." Make it a 


moment to remember. 


| pinched the hinge of my glasses and slowly lowered them down my nose, watching that glorious bewilderment 


spread into a smile of exultation as | winked, my permanent grin flourishing. 
"Hey, baby." 


Duff brazenly lit up with a soundless yell of, "Hey!" looking me up and down the best the clashing crowd would 
allow, his face splitting so wide with unexpected thrill it had to be as delightfully painful as mine. 


From fifteen feet away | could see the sparkle in his eyes, the new spring in his step as he bounced in time 
with the music, the way he radiated the same mind-boggling joy, almost every single one of his teeth on 
display. 


There was an instant connection, an instant surge of energy, like a supernova had flared through the room. 


The pure, stunned, relieved happiness in his expression sent a shockwave of bliss rocketing through my limbs. 


He resumed his post, his gaze ever on me, and a single laugh, light and overjoyed tumbled into the mic. It 
fluttered through the PA system, ringing throughout the venue like the clear toll of a bell, fast enough for me 
to join him, just quick enough for him to chuckle the next few lines that sounded way too fuckin’ flustered and 
giggly for such a balls-out, angry "Punk Rock Song." 


The audience cheered, the lights dimmed to near black, and a sudden scramble happened between the shadows 
on stage. They all huddled together. Brief, hasty nods, a few experimental strums, and some placating, 
apologetic hand gestures from the tallest shade, the beautiful one, the one that despite all my fucked up 
dreams, all my fears, was happy to see me, was waiting for me, just as | was him, were all | needed to see to 


realize there was an abrupt change in the set list. 


For about twenty seconds there was nothing but the hushed murmur of the crowd, occasionally broken by an 


amplified plucking of strings; nothing that sounded familiar. 

A single spotlight illuminated the stage, casting Duff's lone figure in a pale blue silver. Beads of sweat rolled 
down his chest and over his stomach, teasing the eye with their glistening twinkles as he speedily adjusted the 
mic stand, then dragged a sweatband-clad wrist over his forehead and tousled his short, soaked hair, returned 


to a cool cobalt, almost shining slate in the sapphire ray. 


He rolled his shoulders, stretched his neck, then rearranged his guitar strap, trying to seat it just where he 


wanted it on his slick skin. His restlessness was distinctly anxious. 


He inhaled long and slow, closed his eyes, and with two scratchy, muted plucks, as if to count himself in, he 
began with heartfelt, almost whispered tenderness, "Fate finds a way." 


Gently, ever so gently, the accompaniment joined, cushy, soft, velvety smooth. The dim lights pulsed, slowly 
brightening as he sang, "Of pickin’ you up when you're down." 


The beer in my hand plummeted to the floor. 
My jaw unhinged. My heart leaped and wedged in the base of my throat, thudding against my collarbones and 
thundering in my ears. My fingers automatically curled behind the lenses of my glasses, sluggishly, 


unconsciously lowering to hook them from an unadorned chain around my neck. 


Duff's eyes slowly opened and landed directly on me, on my unforeseen, instantaneous vulnerability. On my 
nakedness, my conflicting humility and exaltation 


He held me in his eyes, cradled me in his gaze just as if | were in his arms. Just like.. 
| remember everything, and | know for sure.” 


when he first played it for me: guitar on his lap, pink on his cheeks, love in his voice, newly golden tresses 


framing his eyes. It was the first song he wrote sober. 


"Ain't like it was before, | know we can shut that door." 


Bittersweet melancholy shivered my lips. Joy and regret swirled within me like black dye into clean, rushing 


water. 
" We p" 


A small, affectionate smile spawned at my question, Duff's expression fond and hopeful, reflecting the same 


worries, the same happiness, the same remorse, the same need for connection. 
| wanna be your perfect man. Won't you give me your hand so | can show you?" 


The ring-laden right hand gracefully extended, and a girl slightly to my left shrieked and swooned, giggling as 


she mock-fainted into the embrace of her fanatical friends. 


But she didn't know. She couldn't see that the world had narrowed, that existence had faded into nothing more 
than a man in the spotlight and a man in the dark, each reaching, sharing untold secrets of half a lifetime, 
sharing unbearable pain and unconditional love, sharing a critical turning point in sight of everyone, risking 
everything, speaking without conversation, courting, reuniting, imploring forgiveness, even as the song roared to 


life, drums, guitars, and Duff's vocals slamming into a punk rock thrash. 


| covered a gracious, flattered laugh. It was all | could do, | was so fuckin’ blown away. | just smiled like a fuckin’ 


mushy goof, standing there with my arms loosely crossed, shifting bashfully from foot to foot. 


My voice never joined that of the crowd. | lavished the slew of attention held within this bold courtship, 
sustained by his unbreakable, charming, daring stare and the silent sentiments carried in it. | admired the way 
his eyes would flash beseechingly with certain lines, lines that would echo in the halls of my mind for the 


remainder of the show. 

"We'll just forget the past. We can have tonight at last." 

‘Oh, my little baby cant you see? | wanna be your everything" 

Stone cold sober | floated in space, heart thrumming and face on welcome, excited fire. My skin tingled. | felt 
high as a fucking kite. The entirety of my body burned as the passionate, heartfelt words were sung in false 
secrecy, blatantly, without worry or a shred of doubt before hundreds of souls, a private serenade 


unperceived by the public, our essences put upon a pyre to smolder for all to see, but none took note. 


Duff was a new man once my presence was revealed; after the bubble burst and nonverbal pleasantries were 


exchanged; when chance had been all but guaranteed. 


After raising my hopes and damn near assuring them, he performed with a new vivaciousness. 


My baby was a showoff. He cracked jokes, thrashed and bounced to the beat, and always schmoozed with the 
audience at the right times. But that didn't mean my highlighted time in the crowd was neglected. 


Duff's attention always returned to grace me with a brilliant smile for an amorous lyric, or a devilish smirk, a 


rise of challenge with a salacious stanza. 
And every now and then he'd seethe and revel in one that contained provocation. 


| had participated in several songs on Beautiful Disease, the album that Geffen had shelved in a merger deal. 


"Missing You" was not one of them. 


‘At home alone, my eternal atonement. | won't be missin’ you. So sick and tired of bein' fucked up and lied to. | 


hope your dreams come true." 

That song hurt to hear, but | respected it. It was blanketed as a "general populous" song, a painful reality of 
Duff losing so many of the people he loved to substance abuse. A closer look, though, a closer listen, told 
otherwise. 

| could see the memory reel spinning behind his eyes, flickers of a past life flashing as he sang. The anger 
seeped through his previous happiness. Heartbreak and accusation saturated the performance. His gaze 


denounced me. His lips curled to snarls and his teeth would glisten against the mic, hurling verbal stones that | 
refused to dodge. 


‘And then you led! You were gettin’ high! | hope you're turnin’ blue!" 


| understood. | recognized and accepted it with open arms. And it wasn't like | hadn't slipped in my own share of 


suffering with Snakepit. 
Catharsis is catharsis, and our mutual purge was already burning to give way. 


After that first ballsy serenade, | was hooked. And he knew it. He could throw all the damn rocks he wanted, 
they would only fuel the fire. 


Cat and Mouse we played in the open, and | was without a doubt the rodent. 


You know what? | didn't mind that one bit. 


Even a mangy rat can navigate the trap. The only trick was that | had to figure out how get the cheese 
without getting my goddamn neck broken. 


The end came too quickly. Time and space had blurred into a whirlpool, dissolving into a puddle of sheer bliss, 
making the minutes fly by in a joyous, colorful haze. With the finale, the last sustained clashing of strings and 


cymbals, Duff caught my eye for a final time. 


His lips twitched, amused and dark His head listed to the side, to the stage exit, coaxing, instructing. He held 
my gaze long enough for two massive droplets of sweat to race down his bangs and careen to the floor, then 
vanished behind the curtain. 


An invitation. 
‘Come get me, motherfucker." 


The snap of house lights made the sea of people hiss in blinded agony, a multitude chorus of disturbed pit 
vipers, and the stage was empty..as was my fucking mind when | suddenly realized that | had spent the 


duration of the show flirting, mooning, eyefucking, giggling and carrying on like a love-struck loony. 
All that time and | completely failed to cobble together a plan! 


My insides lurched with adrenaline as "Ace of Spades" tumbled out of the speakers, wailing in a shriek of chaos 
that violently spun my guts. The sea around me moved in a rush, speeding me away to a door with two 
security guards posted on either side, palms brandished and shooing people away the second they neared. 


The clamor was overwhelming. Hands pushed and shoulders shoved. Words in a language | didn't speak sounded 
hurried and agitated, and the only reason | recognized the characters on the sign posted above the door was 


because I'd seen them translated before. 
BACKSTAGE 


Elbows and forearms battered me. Fingers clawed and limbs tangled, battling for space in the dense throng. It 
was by sheer luck that I'd essentially been sucked to the front of the crowd like a human riptide, pulled from 
the depths and strung along the coastline, but it was to no avail 


| tried everything. | tried talking. | tried showing my license, dropping my name. 


"Slash! I'm Slash! Look at my hair! My tattoos!" | pled as | flashed my identification and my ink, only to receive 


a reprimanding hand and a repeated, "No pass? No pass," jostled like a buoy in typhoon seas. 


As soon as | had surfaced | was yanked back, relocated by no choice of my own but to stay afloat in the 
mania, drifting further and further from my destination, from My Duff, cast to the outskirts of scattered, 
intoxicated people just outside the mob. 


| stomped my feet. | swore and rubbed a desperate hand over my face, then looked towards the stage, to the 
four-foot platform and the curtains on either side that swished energetically as crew members filed in and 


out from their black depths. 


| was losing time. Fuck, | was losing time | couldn't buy. | couldn't guarantee that Duff would come looking for 


me. Not the way his eyes drew me in Not the way they hungered, the game they ached to play. 


| fucked up. | caused the rift. It was up to me to make the move. To prove myself. That command was crystal 
clear in the bronze irises beneath the golden light. 


You know Im born to lose, and gambling’s for fools, but that's the way | ike it baby, | don’t wanna live forever. 


| swallowed a lump of fear, took another glance to the small bustle of people breaking down the set, and flung 


myself on a whim. 

And don't forget the Joker! 

Ponytail flying | rushed the stage, dashing past the stragglers and vaulting onto the platform. My palms 
slapped onto the worn black tiles of the stage, and legs flying over | slid on my ass, skittering to my feet and 
making a break for it the instant | heard words that | was positive meant, "Stop! Hey, stop!" 

"Fuck youl" | wanted to yell in return, but forget that; | ran 

The curtains swallowed and disgorged me milliseconds later, tripping me up, ensnaring me as if they were tipped 
off to my scheme. | recognized no one as my feet pounded down the long, blank corridor, but a set of hands 


stopped me, snatched me mid-sprint and spun me to the wall. 


| thought | had been caught. | thought | had been thwarted, seized by security and soon to be ejected for my 


bold move, my hasty get away to intoxicating freedom that smelled as fresh as a crisp, dewy spring morning. 


"Slash!" In a streak of lucidity | registered McBob's booming laugh, ceasing my flailing as he grinned in my face, 
cheerfully slapping my arms. "What the fuck are you doin’ here? You look great, man!" 


| tried to pull away, nearly tearing the tendons in my neck, on the lookout for the search party | didn't doubt 


was tailing me. 
"Duff," | heaved for panicked breath, shaking McBob by the sleeves of his shirt. "Where's Duff?" 


He took in my wide eyes and wild respirations. | was skittish like a spooked horse, twitching from the force of 
my hammering heart. 


"Few doors down. The door's marked," he didn't stall. "But wai--" 
"Later!" 


| didn't mean it as a goodbye. | meant it as a shrug off. 


In a flash | was gone. | stormed through the unending hallway in a tizzy, unaware, terrified at how many 


minutes had passed, how much time was lost in the scuffle. 


Down the hall? Motherfucker, was it left or right?! Each and every identical white door had a paper sign taped 
to it, every last one that lined the corridor. All of them muddled together with each oscillating snap of my 
neck, with each frantic, jogging step through clumps of people and chunks of equipment being rolled from the 


venue, until | finally saw one that bore the name of the band 

| didn't give two shits about rudeness. | flung the door open so hard the knob punctured the wall 

| threw myself in the entrance and sternly demanded of three dazed, blank faces, "Where's Duff?" 

Breaths came in hard, heavy intakes. Beads of sweat cooled on my feverish skin in the sudden flow of air from 
the dressing room, and ringlets that had popped loose from my ponytail clung to my sticky cheekbones as | 


hung in the threshold like a tortured man upon a St. Andrew's cross. 


With a glance to the back, to the open door to the dark, unoccupied bathroom, the scents of familiar shampoo, 


soap, and cologne wafted wetly up my nostrils. 
He was here. 
| reiterated with clipped, bitten force, "Where's Duff?" 


| bore my stare down upon the three unsuspecting men, crazed, desperate, unwilling to take anything other 


than an accurate location for an answer. 


One guy, the lead guitarist, Mike, | think his name was, raised a tremulous finger, gesturing through the far 


wall. 
"He." Mike swallowed tensely, whether starstruck or frightened by a certifiably insane Slash busting down the 


door and vehemently insisting on the whereabouts of his friend and band mate, | didn't know. "He went out the 
back. Said he had something to take care of" 


| growled in agony, wilting furiously in the threshold. 

"Son of a bitch" 

My wrist bashed the doorjamb, setting my arm aflame with tingles as | bolted down the remainder of the 
labyrinth to the foreboding double doors beneath a glowing Exit sign, a glaring shade of crimson that leered and 


laughed as my heart dragged the floor and my feet stung from their relentless pounding on the concrete. 


| swallowed my pride as | threw the doors open Condensation immediately steamed before my panting mouth 


as | scoured the alley. 


| spun in circles, poring over every shadow, every area of disturbed, smothered light that would betray a sign 


of life. 

The world whirled. Dizziness sank into me. My vision hazed. 

The alley was black. Suffocating darkness but for a grisly yellow light creeping down the center. 
| stumbled backwards, afflicted with a sudden, overwhelming lightheadedness. 

Sorrow welled deep within me. Defeat and hopelessness and vexation nipped at my heels. 

"Duff?" 

Fog billowed with the call. The cool spring night had turned downright cold. 

"Duff?!" 

My cry echoed betwixt the narrow walls. It surrounded me. Cackled brutishly at me. 

No answer. 


"Fuck!" Instantly enraged, | kicked over a nearby stack of cardboard boxes, stomping the nearest one into a 


crumpled heap with an air of personal, bloody vengeance. "Fuck, fuck, fuck" 

| howled into the city night like a man possessed, wanting to tear my hair and scream my laments from the 
top of the skyscraper behind me. | roared in bitter anguish, incensed, utterly infuriated that | was doomed to 
terminal failure when from the depths a creeping, ominous chuckle rent the night. 

The snicker hovered, soft, silky, and menacing, as if it were a gently beguiling, deadly smog. 


| froze mid-bitch-fit. My arms fell to my sides, fists clenched My ears perked. My hackles raised. 


"Well. What a little bit of serendipity tonight," the voice came, pleased, lofty, and sleek as a prowling cat. "Hello, 
Slash." 


My blood chilled to eager, disbelieving ice. My heart skipped a couple beats as | lowered my hands, perplexed, 


concentrating on slowing my erratic breaths. 


| sharply turned round, only the see the alley abandoned, the thin ray of sallow light illuminating a stripe in the 
middle, the edges pitch black, completely undisturbed. 


It was | who was in the flickering spotlight just beside the exit door. It buzzed, sputtering erratically, but even 


in its fickle brilliance | was perfectly exposed, ripe for an ambush. 


"I didn't think things were so bad between us anymore, even unspoken," the enticing honeyed drawl continued, 
echoing, magnified in cathedral reverberations. "That we were so estranged you could leave without properly 


saying goodbye..or indeed even sayin’ hello." 
My skin prickled. Perilous anticipation raised my hairs. 


| inhaled, subconsciously detecting a hidden, familiar scent in the grimy city air. Confirmation of the words. 


Confirmation of the presence. 
My scalp tingled. 


Bubbling essence of zeal commingled with a primal sense of the hunt. But this would be no match between 


predator and prey, oh no. This was a top predator showdown. 
My voice sounded both demanding and small, "Where are you?" 


It betrayed my enthusiasm; the slight, eager quiver in my question was impossible to miss. It was the perfect 


lure. 


From far down the alley an orange light flared, a cigarette blazing as it was inhaled, alighting a face. Even from 
afar | could make out those green eyes, fiery, predacious, and determined. Boldly lined they burned with 
ferocity, the only things to be seen through the consuming shadow. It went dark again, seconds later a roil of 
smoke billowing into the scant light in the middle of the alley, like a warning puff from an angry dragon. 


| was blind. | could hear the crunch of heavy boots upon the gritty asphalt, but could not see the approacher. | 
was deaf to all but the sound of footsteps and my heart slamming my eardrums. | was mute, watching as the 
tall, dark figure slowly made its advance, a phantom shrouded in black slowly materializing through the fog, 


through the bleak, inky mist, eyes hidden with shadow, yet glowing in the night. 


It happened so fast. He swooped; in two wide strides he closed in, emerging from the pitch-black void in front 


of me. 

| backed to the wall as he pressed forward, cornerning me and cutting off my escape. Not that | wanted one. 
My heart fluttered turbulently. My dick instantly swelled to life at his presence, like it was dying to close the 
finite distance between our bodies, like it could sense Duff's flesh and blood existence, warm and solid, 


separated by a hair's breadth. 


His hot breaths mingled with my own, heating the frigid air between us. He towered, cast me in shadow, but | 
felt no urge to flee. Only to rise to the steely expectation in his gaze. 


| looked into those eyes, forest green in the gloom, like the dense jungle canopies of the Amazon. He 
reciprocated, face inches away, body heat radiating, scent surrounding, intoxicating me with his presence. In the 


city silence, we conversed without voice. 


He was still the same old Duff. Same lines on his face. Same short brunette hair, hastily towel dried and 
messy. Same entrancing eyes that scoured me as thoroughly as steel wool, sizing me up, praising and damning, 


especially damning, without words. 
| saw the stony guard. | saw the anger without a fucking doubt, and | saw the demand for answers that 
saturated it. | saw the ravenous animal. And | knew without mind that we shared the same repugnance for 


skirting around a much needed, vicious confrontation we'd never had. 


For a moment | smiled. For a brief, fleeting second | was happy, fucking elated. But it quickly turned, twisting 


into a leer of wrathful lust. 


Memories of pain, memories of betrayal made my blood boil. Recollections of how much this motherfucker had 


hurt me roared in the back of my mind, and | found myself returning his furious glare. 

A monster that I'd forced to slumber for five years reared its head. From somewhere deep within a lock 
clicked, a heavy cage door slammed open, and the massive beast bellowed, inflamed with bloodlust for the 
coming battle. 

Teeth bared, a growl tumbling, | snatched the lapels of Duff's jacket and jerked him closer, pulling our bodies 
flush. | grinned a darkly pleased breath, a spectral laugh of mutated joy at the hard, firm bulge that pressed 
to my hip. | relished the flare of excitement in Duff's dubious expression, that split second thrill of the 
impending clash, as | peered at him, doe-eyed, pleading, just as dangerous as he. 

| rose on my toes, resting my mouth feather-light to his, a ghost of a kiss. 


His lips were warm and pillowy, his exhales velvety soft, his inhales shaky, like mine. 


Our bodies shivered in unison, stiff and begging to give way. Something about this was so hard wired, so deeply 
primal physically, emotionally, and spiritually, that it felt almost virginal. 


| wet my lips, catching his eye as my bottom lip slicked across his, tugging forth a sigh more akin to a hungry 


snarl. 
Leather creaked in my grasp. 


Duff's breath hitched. 


| yanked him downwards and smeared my sentiments upon his lips: "fuck pleasantries" 


A voracious moan, ravenous like a mortal thirst slaked, emanated between our kiss as hands seized my face 
and Duff pinned me to the wall. Long fingers slid over my jaw, knocked my hat askew and pawed my restrained 
curls, a single hand instantly seizing the easy opportunity to snap my head to the side. 


| yelped in shock, caught completely off guard, and forced the sound of blunt surprise into a gasp. Vicious 
teeth buried in my neck, a brutal, animalistic bite that extended from my collarbone clear to my fucking 
shoulder, and the gasp died, dwindling to a feeble sigh halfway up my throat. 


My eyes rolled My dick throbbed. | clutched his shirt and whined and moaned, squirming like a gleefully marked 


whore. 
From deep inside Duff reverberated with a savage growl, a guttural sound of dominance and claim. 


The pressure increased. My eyes squeezed shut. My lungs bellowed as Duff held me in suspension, like a limp 
rabbit in a wolf's powerful jaws, content to let me dangle and writhe and bitch as the pain spiked and | feared 
blood would pour from my torn throat. Then the pressure lightened, the bite narrowed, harshly scraping my 
flesh to a small, punishing nip at the crook of my neck. 


Wet, luscious kisses soothed the ache, making my weak knees wobble and my thighs burn from willing, 
demanded submission. The hand in my hair loosened as lips savage and sensual attacked me from all angles, 
trailing up my bruised neck, dancing across my cheek to plant themselves upon my mouth, long, focused kisses 


rough, ravenous, and insatiable, persisting hard and heavy, deliciously painful with passion 
And | kissed him back, pulling at his shoulders, grabbing his ass and grinding our hips, groaning with forgotten 
eagerness in which | reveled as our tongues twisted together, as | parted my mouth and surrendered to a 


bossy prod like the starving beast | was. 


| helped his powerful hands undress me, not giving a single fuck that he dragged me through this bullshit 
gauntlet, that he laid in wait to make me twist in the wind, only knowing | wanted this. 


No. 

| needed this. 

| needed him. 

Duff's fingers slipped beneath my shirt, fanning across my belly so it flared with molten lust. His head 
disappeared, burying itself back into my neck as his hands joined my fumbling efforts on my belt. His lips 
latched beneath my ear, drawing so powerfully | knew they'd create yet another brand. Rolls of his hips forced 
me against the wall and | fought back, desperate for touch, pressing our bodies together in time with his 


every move. 


Fingers knotted in his short hair, his tongue tracing my ear, | moaned with inhuman delight to the false moon, 


the streetlamp far beyond the alley, ecstasy in my gasping smiles and rekindled fire in my veins. 


| was dreaming. | was dreaming, and any moment my alarm would screech and jolt me from this paradise. | 
would awaken beside Perla, and this would be nothing but just another fantasy, just another reverie, my 


subconscious cruelly teasing me like it had since December. 


The buckle clinked. The button on my jeans popped and the zipper automatically lowered. His fingertips began to 
tease and glide their way beneath the fabric on my hips. My heart rate spiked. 


Duff's teeth tugged my lower lip, pulling me closer with a hard, punishing pinch, and | willingly, desperately 
followed, only to slam to a halt, stopped by his forehead knocking mine. 


It shook. And it shook no, damp with lascivious sweat in the freezing Tokyo air. 


My heart sank. It floundered and flailed like a dying fish, plummeting into the uncharted abyss of broken 


dreams. 


"What's wrong?" My lungs fluttered for terrified breath | was unaware | had lost. | frantically tugged his 
jacket, though he never pulled away, begging him to continue his assault like it was the very oxygen | required 


to survive. "What happened? Why'd you stop?" 


Duff leaned a single hand on the brick wall behind me, right beside my head. | searched him, insistent on 
answers, and found him to be smiling, chuckling darkly through his labored breaths. He was amused, maybe 
even flattered by my enthusiasm. 


His eyes were beautifully dangerous, glinting with flecks of brooding and vibrant emotions, like he'd lived a 
thousand lifetimes in the two years since we'd spoken God, he was a better vampire without meaning to be 


than he had so diligently researched and goofily portrayed on TV. 


"Not here," he rasped, dry and unwavering. His lecherous gaze told me he wasn't happy to wait, either. "Is your 


hotel nearby?" 

| unconsciously withered against the wall, erupting with a groan of absolute relief. 

| straightened myself and grimaced, "I. | don't know," not recalling my path at all, since | hadn't really paid 
attention to it. Both hands cupped themselves on his ass, holding him jealously to me. | allowed my fingers to 


caress the smooth, gentle curves beneath the leather. "I was just out walkin’ and | stumbled across you." 


"Shit." His gaze flickered from my eyes, to my lips, to my unfastened, hanging belt, and back again. He glanced 


over his shoulder, giving the alley a shadowed, cursory once-over. "Alright" 


He dug a cellphone from his jacket pocket, not so much as separating us he scrolled through numbers and 


dialed. 


My heart was beating so fast the fucker could've punched through my rib cage. | was so fuckin’ ecstatic and 


horny | snickered with mild hysteria until Duff shushed me with a quick, efficient glare. 


It was a lot like the roguish leer | used to receive with the promise of punishment if | didn't behave. Was it 


bad that | wanted to test it? 


"Hey, Watari," the tip of Duffs tongue flicked across my bottom lip, only because he knew | couldn't 
sufficiently retaliate, "s'Duff. | need a ride, man. Meet me by the back alley exit. Thanks." 


With a soft click the phone disappeared from where it came. 


My roaming hands trailed down his back and snaked over his ass, clamping down, drawing him into me before 


he could so much as look up from his pocket. 


| immediately went for another kiss, a needy, borderline petulant groan in my throat and warm, smooth friction 


on my dick as it slipped up and down the black leather covering his thigh. 

| didn't give a shit if he fucked me right there over a reeking sack of leaky beer cans, or if anyone just 
happened to amble by and see me humping his leg like Barney did to my poor stuffed Apatosaurus that | had 
to throw out, but Duff sure as shit did. 


Iron fingers snatched my jaw mid-way, stopping me in a ridiculous mid-pucker. My eyes flew open and my 
heart hammered as a wicked chuckle fluttered, falsely sweet, unbearably enticing. 


Duff smiled. His eyes glittered, but the expression was as vicious as it was pleased at my zeal 


Fingertips thrust in just harshly enough to draw my attention, unyielding pressure points applied to the bone to 


force me completely upright and tip my chin upwards, so | looked right into his looming gaze. 
| didn't waver. | didn't fidget. | stared in return, resolute, open, fiendishly expectant. 


The intrigued emerald irises studied me, glinting with mischief and malice. The pale, rose-hued mouth curled 


dangerously. 


Duff lowered his head, leaned in with a soft fragrance of piney seashores, leather, and spice, and gingerly 


swept his mouth to mine. 


My lips twitched ajar in elation, then the verdict spat like honeyed venom, barked through bared, glistening 
teeth: "Fuck you" 


My blood exploded, hot and electric, like a massive shot of smack and been slammed into my system. | slumped 


in Duff's hold, and his cruelly grinning image momentarily fuzzed in a moment of twisted, lustful affection 


A moan rumbled deep inside me before it emerged, prolonged, guttural, and desperate as | dangled from his 


grasp. 

My single, begging word dripped in earnest desire, "Please." 

Smirk smugly eternal, his head patronizingly shook. 

My poor, pitiful little Slash 

"Wait." The word hummed in our close space, his breath sweet on my parted lips. 


My captured chin was suddenly jerked upwards. Our lips crashed with delicate force, short and harsh, 


simultaneously fond and furious. 

"Your ass is mine, baby doll" With the growl came a brutal gleam. 

He shoved me backwards, flat against the wall to kiss me so fuckin hard spots flashed behind my eyelids. 
My nails bit into the supple leather on his ass. His delighted pain hissed beautifully into our kiss, tongue 
probing, fingers still vise-like on my face, still unforgiving and inviting as he pulled back with a loud smack, 
suckling, then painfully nipping my lip. 

The color of spring never looked so alluringly sinister as it did in those dark, promising eyes. 


"Just you fucking wait." 


I'd say he released me, but truly he let me go with a controlled throw, a dismissive sideways thrust of my 


chin before he spun around and began to stroll down the alley, content to leave me gawking and stewing. 


My lip panged. My dick ached like a motherfucker as | watched his exit, light and easy as you please, the son 
of a bitch. 


A flash of red slashed through my vision. Passion, anger, vengeance, lust, all of these commingled in a whirlpool 
that swirled within me, swamping me, straining to drag me down when | knew goddamn well | did indeed have to 
wait. 

Too bad I'm an impatient motherfucker. 


And too goddamn bad that when | made the move to tackle him a deafening horn sounded from down the alley. 


He pivoted and caught me in his arms, mid-run. Despite his former attitude he'd collected himself, and forced 
me to do it, too, squaring me upright by my shoulders and brushing an imaginary dust mote from my jacket. 


"You're pissed," he said with cool triumph, obnoxiously proud. He cuffed my arm two times, dually imperious 


and coaxing me towards the mouth of the alley. "Good. Stay that way. 


He shot me an infuriatingly dashing wink, then tipped his head towards the piano black Lexus awaiting us, the 
headlights flashing with its prolonged honk. 


| made a furious scramble to fasten my belt to the sound and feel of Duff's victory chuckle slithering airily in 


my ears. 


"We'll pick this up again in a minute." His tone was calm, sweet even, but there was a distinct underline of, "I'm 
gonna fuck you into a mushy, boneless, cum puddle before the night's finished," quite clear within it. "Got your 
key?" 


| patted the pocket where it resided for reassurance, then nodded. 


We strolled down the alley beneath the guise of platonic camaraderie, side by side just like old friends, which 
was no challenge as we had it down pat for public appearances. We piled in the back seat, keeping a respectable 


distance from one another, which, to be honest, was a fucking miracle. 


After displaying our keys and asking the driver to take us to the closest hotel, we'd turned from the narrow 
drive and almost plowed down a couple rowdy dipshits who weren't paying attention to the traffic lights, and 
the only reason | noticed it was because it was on Duff's side, faintly visible through my peripheral as we 


locked eyes and waged wills. 


For five minutes we were two of the most fearless, luckiest, dim-witted bastards on Earth, eyefucking behind 


the driver's back and forcefully bumping knees like clashing rams. 


Was there tension? Oh, fuck yes, there was tension. And many different types of it. In an atmosphere so thick 


| could cut it, the silence was palpable with expectation. 


Even poor Watari had to feel it, seeing as he'd occasionally glance in the rear view mirror to his two mute but 
obviously non-verbally communicating passengers, form a crease between his brows, then return his eyes to 
the road. He had to know something was up, especially when we rolled up to the entrance to the hotel, my 
hotel, and, having not said anything but a, "Thanks," from me and a, "Domo, man. Thank you," from Duff, we 


darted out of the car like our asses were on fire. 


During the drive the paper cover slip for the key card had gone flimsy in my hand, soggy from death grip and 
nerves. | fiddled with a wilted corner to the determined symphony of Duff's clopping boots and my squeaking 
sneakers on polished white marble as we whizzed past the front desk, the clerk not even looking up from his 
magazine. Hell, all he would've seen were two humanoid streaks flitting past him, swooping into the elevator the 


second the doors opened. 


For twenty six floors Duff and | stood still and silent. The tranquility wasn't a waste; we took the moment to 
soak in each other's appearances, examining eyes clutching the opportunity of sufficient light and brief, self- 


controlled awareness. 


Back to the wall, lower lip sucked between my teeth, my fingers restlessly undulated upon the polished wood of 
the handrail as | scanned his boots, the simple, lightly scuffed black leather hidden beneath the modestly flared 
hems of his leather pants, many shades shinier than the well-loved boots, and up his long, slender legs to the 
lace-up crotch that might as well have shouted his excitement to the world for all the good the glossy 
material did to help hide his raging hard-on. 


As | admired, letting my gaze linger upon the pronounced head of his cock, highlighted by the glare of 


fluorescent lights, | was struck by a recognition as distressing as it was thrilling. 


I'd completely undershot the girth of the toy | kept hidden at home. Apparently my hand's muscle memory's 
for absolute shit when it comes to anything other than guitar. 


Nervously intrigued, my fingers continued drumming. My mouth watered. My dick swelled to the point it was 
pissed off, cramming itself into an awkward, uncomfortable angle that pinched the side of my shaft. The pain 
was oddly refreshing, like it kept me grounded and alert. 


The elevator hiccuped, giving a small jolt as we passed the fifteenth floor, and | wrenched my gaze upward to 


see Duff watching me, just as | had been him. 


His eyes slowly rose from my crotch, meeting mine. His tongue darted out to moisten his lips, then he shot 


impatient, irritable daggers to the numbers sluggishly ticking as floors crept past. 


| shared that fucking sentiment. | needed this motherfuckin’ elevator to get the goddamn lead out of its ass so 
we could have peace, quiet, and solitude. | needed to be alone with Duff somewhere safe. Somewhere we could 
howl and hiss and scream without potential audience. Even the empty corridor, which we strode nearly halfway 
down, held no harbor for anything more than a straight, silent march to the room, Duff lagging a few steps 


behind so | could feel his covetous gaze on my ass. 


| reveled in his shameless ogle like a pig in shit. | even noted the change in my gait, the adopted sway in my 


hips that agitated the interested tension behind me, like a horse chomping at the bit. 
| allowed myself a smug, speedy smile. 
Still got it 


| had pulled the key from the miry cover just steps away from the door. It trembled from my excitement, 
tapping repeatedly against the hard black plastic of the lock before it slid in 


| twisted the knob, then entered the cool, relative darkness, cozily brightened by a bedside lamp with a thick 


orange shade. 


| hadn't really studied my modest suite upon arrival, but now | viewed everything as either a piece of sex 
furniture or a potential weapon to wield in case things went awry. | still hadn't forgotten how he'd snapped 


Tony's arm like a fuckin’ pencil, even if | was fairly positive it wouldn't come to that. 


| knew and | didn't know what would come when the door clattered shut, when accompanying metallic sounds 


signaled Duff had fastened the additional locks. 


The motion of tossing my cap and sunglasses to a table along the wall was downright dreamlike. | shrugged out 
of my jacket and my shirt came along with it, the buttons apparently obliterated in our alley encounter. | just 
balled them up and flung them to a nearby chair, increasingly aware of the heavy, ethereal shadow gradually 
settling overhead. 


Brisk air grazed my bared skin, and in a fleeting moment of vulnerability | rubbed my arms, shivering with 


more than cold. 


From my peripheral vision | tracked Duff's tangled jacket and shirt as it catapulted to pile on top of my 
discarded clothing. | could count each and every tumble as the fabric flew, as if it were thrown in slow motion. 


The muffled fwomp as they settled, deflating, kicked my senses into high gear. 


The atmosphere of the room rapidly shifted to that of static preceding a monstrous thunderstorm. Carpet 
rustled. A tepid, imperceptible breeze brushed my arm, grazing right over my tattoo. 


My instincts screamed for defense, and | whirled just in time to clamp Duff's arms, to catch him the second 


he rushed me. 


The short-lived grapple was formidable. In a handful of wobbly, combative steps, reckless, full-bodied thrashing 
and exertive grunts the hands on my shoulders threw me off balance and spun me, pushing me backwards to 
the icy, unforgiving wall. | gasped the instant my naked skin made contact, the sound killed by a lustful tongue 
and a pushy shove of Duff's solid, muscular body that nearly knocked the wind from me. 


Rough hands slid the length of my torso, rippling down my stomach and gliding back up my sides, curving 
inwards to squeeze my chest before roaming wherever they pleased. Hard, greedy gropes grasped any and all 
flesh: thighs, ass, chest, shoulders, lustfully caressing and rapaciously pawing, like Duff was absolutely starved 
for physical contact. 


Calloused fingers scratched over skin and drove into muscle, forcing our bodies closer, my breathy elations 
muffled to muzzled groans as Duff held my face and seized my lips, sparing a hand to tug my curls free of 
their messy restrain so both hands disappeared, swallowed by black swathes of released coils. 


The thrill at being touched with such raw hunger made me burn with something all too close to desperation, 


grateful, ravenous, unexpected need. Arms locked around his neck | clung to him, fingers tangled in his 


disheveled hair, nails clawing at the tattooed skin of his toned back, indulging in his sweet taste as lightning fast 


pecks smacked, interspersed with vulgarly savored probes of tongues as we battled against the wall. 


Unfortunate strands of my hair snapped as Duff's hands dove to my belt. My hips yanked forward as he 
viciously tugged the leather, prying the buckle open with such force the metal nipped the tender skin just 


above it. 
My startled inhale seethed, "Ow, fuck!" 


| moved to rub it, to soothe the painful pinch, but an unforgiving hand snatched my wrist. In a flash of black 
from my unbound hair | was jerked forward then spun away, narrowly turning my head before my nose 


busted against the wall. 


Duff slapped my palms above either side of my head, maintaining a rigid grip on my wrists. My back grew 
warm as he pressed against me, pushing my chest flush with the freezing paint, his feet planted outside of 


mine so | was prone, half-bent between the wall and his determined shackles. 


What little of my cheek rest upon the wall cooled through through the makeshift pillow of curls, a few frizzy 


waves hiding my face puffing in and out from tense, anticipative huffs. 

Duff had no difficulty finding my ear beneath the sea of snarls. He laid a gentle, but no less dominating bite, 
rumbling a lecherous snicker as | eagerly keened and nestled my ass perfectly into his crotch, panting heavy, 
smiling breaths when he thrust right back, unabashedly bucking me against the wall, his dick like a rock 
through two layers of material. 


My hands curled to fists. Chips of paint stabbed beneath my nails. My teeth bared in fervent delight, a silent 
laugh of giddy compliance. 


Duff's wet lips slicked across my ear, his tongue menacingly tracing the edge. His voice hummed with 


impatience, "You got somethin’ we can use?" 
"Lotion," | replied apologetically, shrugging the best | could. "In my bag. All! got. Ah--!" 
Duff pinned me with a hard, final shove, jamming his cock right at the base of my ass. 


"Stay here" The command barked so fucking loud my eardrum buzzed. "Strip. Eyes and hands on the fuckin’ 
wall. Got it?" 


A giggle of fucked up glee surged like a rogue tidal wave. Mercifully, it turned itself into a benevolent, "Yes, 
Duff" 


"Good" 


A kiss pressed to my temple, both sweet and superior. | had a feeling it was the last kind affection I'd receive 


for a while..if ever. 
"Stay" 


Duff's bodily prison released, and | did just as | was told, honed in on the sounds of junk rattling as he rifled 
through my luggage. 


My eyes remained obediently averted. Shoes and socks flung to the unstudied ether beyond the wall, as did my 
belt, but damn, was | grateful for the mane that sheltered my dubious smirk. 


Just because | had been ordered to behave didn't mean | couldn't have a little fun, right? 
Bubbling bawdiness in my belly, | wriggled my thumbs beneath the waistband of my jeans and gracefully peeled 
them from my body, making the motions just gradual enough to tease without exceeding the bounds of 


instruction, 


| slowly lowered the denim, executing painstaking care to casually arch my back and show off my ass, to draw 
and hold Duff's attention, to make the gesture sensual, seamless, and taunting. 


As | had hoped, the clattering paused as the jeans bunched just beneath my ass, intensifying to a piqued 


silence as | bent over. 

The sensation of being watched buzzed like a hovering fly. The temptation to grin over my shoulder was 
overwhelming as | tugged the last pant leg from my ankle and dutifully resumed my position, eyes and hands 
to the wall, feet spread. 

The shuffling carried on for a few seconds. Then came brief quiet. 

Two dull, heavy thuds unevenly struck the floor. 

Boots. 

A subdued, frenzied zipping noise, a sound | knew were laces being mercilessly ripped from metal eyelets. 

My breath quickened. | bit my lip to stifle a mirthful, almost mad chuckle. My dick twitched in midair, and even 
in the relief of that pissed off motherfucker finally being set free, my attention was elsewhere. The urge to 
steal a glance at Duff naked and up close was so fucking strong | minutely dropped my head and wrenched my 
eyes To the side, straining the muscles for a grand view of nothing but a barrier of hair and a shy glimpse of 


a tattooed forearm. 


Susan Forever 


My stomach contents curdled. Disdain simmered in the pit of my gut, such a disgusted, zealous hate that | 
could've spat acid-soaked fireballs. 


| wanted to whirl around, slam Duff to the ground and shout all my vehement protestations in his ear, all my 
suppressed, corrosive accusations and facts of betrayal and abandonment as | pounded his ass to pulp and 
painted it red with incandescent hand prints. 

My lips sneered viciously, attempting to form scalding words with the intent to kick off this good, old-fashioned 
fight n fuck once and for all, but before | could so much as get out a pissed off scoff | cried out in a startle 


of pain. 


The back of my head was seized, a massive chunk of curls snatched so hard and fast my neck snapped 


backwards and my spine agonizingly arched, forcing my unguarded ass straight into the line of fire. 
The air whistled A deafening smack shattered the stillness. An impact of fire flared on the left side of my ass. 
The entirety of my body flinched in submission, through a stunned, grunted, "Shit!" 


My head was thrashed, my hair still clutched in Duffs brutal grasp, my neck pulled so far backwards tendons 


strained. 


"You motherfucker." Spittle and growled verbal venom rained on the exposed parts of my face. "You selfish little 
chicken shit. Do you have any goddamn idea what you've fuckin’ put me through?" 


Duff didn't grant me the chance to answer. Every slathering, emphasized word came with a wind howling, 
punishing strike, a brutal flat palm that struck with searing, thundering accuracy, each lash of his hand landing 
upon the last so they stacked into an orgy of red hot welts 

eee 

"Ah!" 

"fucking" 

"Oh!" 

ror 

"Ow, fuck! 


"at you!" 


Crack, crack, crack! his hand repeatedly, vengefully met my flesh, not sparing the mercy to spread his blows 


from one side to the other. 


Whimpering pants clawed my windpipe, strangling themselves into a laugh of savagery as blazing skin throbbed 
and involuntary tears welled | slithered in his hold, writhing in vain effort for any soothing touch upon the raw, 


irritated flesh, ultimately glad to find none. 


My vision strained as | craned against the nearly immovable clutch of my hair, holding Duff's steely, vexed 
gaze with a cackle that was a horny, mutilated gurgle, as if blood instead of prurient fury bubbled on the back 
of my Tongue. 


"Bring it on, bitch." The jabbed rage in his leer flared at my gall, at my narrowed eyes and bared teeth. "Or 
does your pretty bottle blonde housewife keep your fuckin’ balls in her Gucci bag, right next to your wallet?" 


Duff replied with a warning nasal huff. His gaze glinted as a sinister, resentfully impressed smile slowly spread 


to life. 

Inside, | glowed with unseen pride. In Duff's eyes | was still a worthy opponent. 

Viscous, thick cold suddenly prodded at my ass, making me shiver before the heat of two warn, stiff fingers 
circled my hole. | jolted with lust, instinctually swerving back for more of that icy chill, the slick spread that 
smeared around and around, every few rotations pressing, teasing, preparing, threatening. 

Duff's laugh rumbled darkly at my yearning, at my arching back and spreading legs, my unspoken plea 


His voice became downright stony, "Ya know.." 


He sternly nipped my jaw, fingers leaving my hair to wrap themselves tautly around my throat, to tilt and 
twist my head closer so his lips rested on the corner of my mouth. 


The enticing rubbing stopped. The fleeting pressure increased to a deepening pinch, and | groaned with muddled 
pain and pleasure, forcing muscles to relax as the wide feeling of two sopping fingers drove through tight, 


stubborn resistance. 


My eyes went wide. My brows knit. My zealous, breathless moans dripped with utter surrender and relish, 
vibrating the palm pressed to my throat. 


| pushed against the probing touch, breathing, focusing as | took Duff's fingers smooth to the knuckle, hanging 
from the quiet crawl of his livid cadence, "Those are really big words for a man whose live-in groupie treats 


him like a fuckin’ door mat." 


His mouth still resting narrowly upon mine, | felt him smile on top of my snarled, provoked lips. With a hostile 
breath his hand pulled back, then rammed forward. 


"Damn it, f-fuck" 


The world burst into blinding light. My rabid exclamation was smothered by the jubilant mouth puffing, laughing 
happy breaths through grinning teeth that raked my jaw. 


| was instantly weak, instantly limp, needy putty in his dexterous, unforgiving hands. Gratifying pain flared like 
fire as he worked his fingers deeper, slowly twisting them as they sank, burying them as far as they could go 
and still pushing further, making me squirm, making me whimper, making me cower beneath him and fervently 


sway into a murderous bite of my neck. 


His ferocity sent shivers down my spine as another menacing snicker hummed over my shaky breaths, risen 


to life from the warm, snaky breeze tickling my throat. 
"Then again, you always were a flake in many aspects of life, weren't you?" 


My affronted expression turned, fangs bared, venom at the ready, the fury charging off the tip of my tongue 
reduced to breathless, frenzied squalls when Duff shoved my face away, rumbled with easy victory and 
fingerfucked me with blistering, single-minded intent. 


My body melted down the wall, nails clawing the paint and giving into the hurt, into the aches that spawned 
from the rapid fire, sloppily wet, soft claps that stung and flung surplus tepid globules of lotion on my thighs. 
Tangles of gasping moans and lecherous curses flowed like water from the deep, ruthless fingers that served 


no purpose but to stretch, to spread and scissor and force me to preparation. 


There was no kindness in those thrusts. No easy strokes or gentle little pussy nudges into relaxation. Just 
control. Just power. Just that iron hand on my neck and those long fingers hammering my ass, holding me back 


and pushing me forward in an articulated, inescapable spring. 


Rasping, unsteady voice enraptured | rode the rancorous waves, hungry for hurt, hungry for pain, and conflict, 
and humiliating words that would gloriously torment and infuriate. | slumped down the wall and managed to rise 
to my toes, awkward and unbalanced to sway greedily to his motions, struggling to throw myself further and 
bury his fingers with each and every stroke. 


In a luscious exhale of debauched happiness, Duff's angle abruptly shifted He jabbed with repeated gusto, 
probing and searching with determination until | crumbled on weak knees and erupted with a pathetic sob, a 


pitiful cry of shock, bliss and a thousand dormant white hot sparks burst to life. 


Flashes of light exploded before my eyes, dancing cartoonishly on the vacant wall. Jets of lighting arced 
through my body, racing like wild fire that scorched my very bones. 


For the first time in years | uttered a sound of utmost surrendering passion. A full-bodied, genuine yell ripped 
from the core of my being as he battered my prostate, as my vision flickered and my body wildly undulated in 


unadulterated vehemence. 


Duff snickered wickedly, the breathy puffs hot on my shoulder as | danced like a perfect puppet on his strings, 
raising up, stiffening until | was upright. | bucked back and forth, chasing those firey, forgotten tingles as his 
assault constantly changed, as he made me fight for pleasure, descending with a final, fleeting ghost of his 
fingertips before a third finger tenaciously worked its way in 


"Oph! Eyes clenched, fists curled | pounded the wall, hanging my head and filling the room with my thunderous 
panting, spitting an animalistic growl for each and every punishing slip of his drenched fingers, "Goddamn if You 


son of a bitch At least | wasn't stupid enough to fucking marry her!" 
Duff seethed with a sneer of absolute indignance. 


"Fuck you." The hand on my throat flicked upwards and slapped reproachfully across my cheek, forceful enough 
that | flinched, dazed to grudgingly chastised silence. "Close your fuckin’ mouth and keep it shut, goddamn it" 


The burning lashes of fingers tingled and stung, but | wasn't deterred. Actually, | beamed with grotesque, 
twisted victory that | had gotten under his skin, chuckling in smug silence beneath my curls. But my impulsive 
little tantrum backfired. 


The probing fingers left as quickly as they appeared, leaving me feeling empty, excited, and somewhat panicky 
and unprepared in the sudden absence, Duff's pressing warmth and weight vanishing with them. 


Holy hell, | felt vulnerable, still minding my promise of self-sustained blindness despite my jeer. | listened for 
any and all sounds that didn't come, basking in the glow of my smarting cheek, fidgeting restlessly. 


| was hyper-aware of excess lukewarm lotion cooling on what bits of myself lay exposed. It was a foreign 
concept, an abstract thought that Duffs touch had once again caressed those forgotten regions, places that 


were only indulged during very special occasions, and never with anyone but myself. 

Then firm, engorged heat glided over sensitive, hastily brutalized flesh, and | forgot all about that shit. 

A cool hand, greasy with residual lotion clutched my hip, guiding me backwards so my back curved just enough 
for Duff to take my ass on a silver platter. The fingers fanned downwards, cupping my ass, the tips dipping 


deep into flesh as they spread me apart. 


My heart skipped with muddled dread and thrill. Muscles went rigid, lungs heaved, and my mind reeled as he 


gave several small, experimental prods, testing me, watching me. 


With a daring breath of finality, knowing without a doubt his gaze was on me as he teased that alluring heat, | 


seized what little power | could 


| gave way, listing cautiously, eagerly backwards. The head of his cock slowly, steadily sank, pulling forth a high, 


breathy moan of carnal submission that sounded too goddamn feminine for my vocal chords, so slutty, honest, 


and exhilarated it pleased the dominating presence behind me. 


Duff rumbled with a deep, appreciative, "Yeah," emitting a tiny suction sound, like he'd desirously bitten his lip 
while savoring the sight and the sound, and no doubt the feel of this one last barrier being shattered. 


The sensation of being breached, of being penetrated with warm, slippery skin as opposed to cold, unfeeling 


silicone was enough to make me shudder with equal parts fear, thrill, and ecstasy. 


This was fucking happening The dull, stretching pangs slicing through my stumbling thoughts helped me fucking 
realize that this shit was indeed real. This was goin’ down, and it wasn't about to go down gently. 


Through laborious breaths | hung my head and concentrated on calming the fuck down, lulling my fluttering 
nerves and relaxing past the pain of the girthy dick | stupidly feared would split me in half. | winced at the 
feeling of being so open, of having to give up so much power after such a long time of denial, the feeling in 
stark juxtaposition with the incessant longing | had endured for years, the screaming spur to throw myself to 


him without second thought. 


But the pain excited me. The demand and want for submission and atonement was exhilarating. It was a 


challenge. A challenge | knew | could conquer, but a challenge nonetheless. 


Duff leaned in, breathing warm and lustful on my shoulder just before gifting me a rough bite that throbbed 
as prominently dully as my ass. My gasping, quavering start pushed him deeper, both of us suppressing moans 
until they sizzled into tense, expectant exhales. 


The time for reprisal had come. The moment | had been waiting for, and dreamed about, and awoken to find 


the sheets glued to my hips and stomach was here. 


Duff's hands settled on my hips and he held me motionless, letting me pant, and groan, and slap the wall as he 
pushed inside me, determined yet controlled, inch by gliding, terrifyingly wonderful inch, until skin met skin, until 
bodies were flush, until | felt his entire cock jerk within the excited, tense twitches of my ass. 


He settled in, a low-pitched moan humming rapturously as his restless hips nestled snugly to me. For a fleeting 
second his forehead rested between my shoulder blades and he shivered all over, his hushed, heaved sigh 


shuddering, sounding practically orgasmic. 


| refused to pull away, to scramble or flinch or show any signs of weakness other than compressed, composing 


breaths. | felt uncomfortably full; stretched to the limit, but goddamn it, | wanted it! 
Eyes screwed shut, | concentrated. | breathed and grappled with the fact that it had been four years since | 
had given myself to Duff. Four years since he had last loved me with tears in his eyes and sorrow in his 


heart for what we both felt and feared was the last time. 


But it was five years of bullshit | had to atone for. And five years of hell was laid on the table with heavenly 


hurt from a hard, furious roll of hips that smacked me face-first into the wall, scraping my tingling cheek and 
muffling my short, excited yelp as Duff's teeth gnashed beside my ear. 


"This is your fucking fault," Duff's anger growled in impending attack. "None of this shit would've happened if it 


wasn't for you." 


| breathed an ethereal sigh of relief as his hips retreated just far enough for the head of his dick to remain. 
The pressure lessened. The strain on unpracticed muscles eased. 


But my heart rate skyrocketed, knowing what would come. My fingers fiddled with empty air, jumpy lust 
pulsating my blood, then a flash of white consumed my vision as he wrenched my hips backwards and thrust 
forward, impaling me on his cock. 

Limbs withered down the wall. Knees shook A noiseless cry warped to a breathless, gulped, "Fuck!" 

My head dropped back, my eyes rolled in mindblowing arousal, back arching and my untouched dick throbbing 
for attention as my ass panged and he pulled back again, mercilessly burying himself with astounding mixture 
of pleasure and pain that made my head spin and another lavish, whorish moan erupt. 

"You fuckin’ pussy.” 


| yelped a depraved, "Yes!" squirming needily into his wrathful clutches. "Hurt me, motherfucker..." 


My ears tingled at his puff of snarled acceptance. So eager. So delighted for such a request he was more than 


happy to accommodate. 

He fixed a single hand in my hair, snagging a thick chunk to immobilize me. His gratified fury was unleashed 
with his every emphasized, incensed, balls deep thrust, his stinging hand and steely hips falling with his 
infuriated, clipped words to the symphony of slapped skin and snapping swats, as loud and cruel as a whip. 
"You lying," 

"Oh!" 

"sneaking," 

"Oooh..!" 

"self-centered," 


"Oh, god!" 


"litte bitch! 


My hands were torn from the wall, pinned at the small of my back as Duff lugged me backwards. A palm 
pressed down between my shoulder blades, forcing me to comply with his demand, "Bend your ass over, 
goddamn it," before he stacked my forearms behind my back and clamped them in place, using them to snatch 


me back on a natural recoil as he suddenly fucked me with callous abandon. 


Clashing, lubed skin and feral growls drowned in the din of indulgent, maniacal cries that poured like liquid sobs 
from my lips. Dangling helplessly in heaven and hell | was subject to his ire, to his blistering, metronomic 
jackhammer fucking as he pounded me into a quivering, blubbering mess, the burning heat and engorged, 


velvety smoothness of his cock lulling my muscles to ease just as efficiently as his wolfish, hell-bent ravaging. 


Head between my knees, curls unbound, they clung to my face, adhering to my sticky mouth and cheeks as my 
hair wildly sprung, as | tossed my head and took my punishment with blissfully ardent enthusiasm, masochistic 


joy frequently twitching my lips. 
This was vengeful sex. This was painful sex. This was You-hurt-me sex, personal, and raw, and unbridled. 


This wasn't about pleasure--at least not yet. There would be no little adjustments to pummel the cum out of 


me, to make me more than an eager receptacle for his rage. 


Duff had me right where he wanted me: willingly, happily subservient, eating up those deep, ramming thrusts 
like fucking mana from heaven. | was exactly what he wanted: a noisy, penitent deviant, giving myself to him 


like the perfect little whore | hadn't been for years. 


And | drank his every angry sound, his every violent slam that made my tender, welted ass bounce and sting 
from his colliding hipbones, knowing | deserved each and every one of those brutal, unforgiving spanks and the 


soreness | would no doubt be left to nurse. 


Electrified, | threw myself against him, pushing back on the rebound and fighting him the one way | could only 
to be thrown forward, propelled by the battering of his blistering fury, never stopping, never slowing his 
furious, punishing strokes. 


"You always fucking run away! You cowardly little shit, you can never face it! When shit gets real you bail 


‘cause you can't handle it!" 


He wrenched me backwards, throat uttering forth a bloodthirsty yowl, burying himself and grinding so hard 
the room echoed with my shaky, rapturous yell. 


"You fucking liar!" Smack! The left side of my ass prickled so agonizingly a stunned wail staggered my strings of 
gasping moans. "You told me you loved me and that you'd be there, then you fucking left! 


"You bought that shit into our house!" The tendons in my shoulders threatened to snap as he yanked me back, 


ruthlessly slamming me so | stumbled forward, a curse of painful comeuppance shattering overjoyed cries. 


"You dodged me and hid every step of the way! | never called you a junkie. | never berated you and only tried 
to help, and how did you repay me?! By sneaking around goddamn alleys and being a pansy-ass chicken shit that 
can't grow the balls to tell the bitch you live with to hit the fuckin’ road!" 


From somewhere far, far inside me, a laugh erupted. A slow, crazed gurgle bubbled up from the depths of my 


aching, pummeled guts. 


| found myself rising at the waist, jostled and wobbly, utilizing the leverage of Duff's restraint until | was 
precariously upright. 


My voice was eerily steady despite Duff unequivocally fucking my brains out. | felt myself bristle with 


outrage, snarling low, gruff, and dangerous, " You..married her" 


My fingers crooked in needed escape, unable to find a handhold near the grip shackling me. Red flashed my 
closed vision. The physical pain of the act seemed to fade away. The smoldering welts of slapped flesh and the 
driving, dominating dick took a backseat to the ache thumping in my chest, the one that cut deeper and bled 


more profusely than any physical injury | could ever sustain 


"You told me | was The One." Torment ripped through me like a ravenous carnivore tearing at a carcass. "And 


you still fucking married her!" 


With a bellow of pure vexation my hellish afflictions unleashed. | wrenched and twisted with all my strength, 
breaking Duff's iron grip as easily as damp tissue paper. 


He careened backwards, stunned and off balance, and | pursued, pressing in on his quick recovery with 
ferocious determination. Hands flew as we struggled, swatting the other's away in a blur of wrist-rattling 


blows before we latched onto each other's arms and battled for ground. 


My legs burned and my shoulders ached from repeated impacts as we tussled and thrashed, grunting and 


growling like feral beasts in our physical vendetta. 


Lotion slick began to creep down my thighs, sluggish, and cold, and slightly off-putting, but | was too focused 
on the face inches from mine to care. | was entranced by the wide, ecstatic eyes, chartreuse that glittered 
with the thrill of combat, the toothy, grotesquely happy grin, and the crazed, chugging chuckle that droned 
through them. 


Even enraged and provoked, Duff was fucking gorgeous. Lean and powerful, as drunk on vengeance as | with 


quite a bit more refined muscle behind him. 


He seemed to swell in challenge, in excitement and happiness at this fight. He pressed in, leaning his weight on 
me in an effort to push me back, to break my weakening foothold, that churning, maniacal cackle ever rolling 


like demented thunder. 


| grunted through a vicious grimace, fingers like anchoring daggers in his biceps. My arms started to shake, 


the screaming, searing muscles begging to give way. 

Duff's smirk waxed obnoxiously confident. The twinkle of victory lit his visage. 

Oh, but that's where he was wrong. 

There was no way in hell. No way in fucking hell this was gonna be over without me saying my peacel 


Without warning, without so much as a twitch of an eye or a noise of exertion | heaved sideways, slamming 


our combined weight down on his right leg. 
It was a cheater's move, but it worked like a charm. 


Duff's weak knee gave with unexpected ease, toppling so quickly he barely caught himself. He grumbled an 
offended curse as | shoved him backwards in spite of his infirmity, guiding his wobbly skittering until he 
clumsily collapsed on the couch, a calculated tangle of long legs and flailing arms stubbornly fighting my 
attempted hold, always on guard, always incessantly presenting resistance, challenging me to fight for it; for 
him. 


"Fuckin! cheap shot." Duff grinned in admiration despite his disgusted tone. "Is that the way we're gonna play? 
Huh? Underhanded little twat" 


| surged past his scrambling limbs, snatching and forcefully separating his wrists to hiss, "Fuck fairness," 


directly in his defiant face. 

All of his writhing and struggling had gradually worked his legs apart. | wanted to look. | wanted to see the slick, 
shining dick inadvertently rubbing against mine in our duel, temping me to glance down, to drop my guard for 
just one fucking second to see Duff's prone, naked form splayed out before me. But when | sensed the chance 
for the upper hard, | nabbed it. Starving eyes be damned. 

| dug my knees into his inner thighs, pinning him spread eagle. | allowed my weight to sink in until he squirmed 
and grumbled with discomfort, ceasing his struggle as | secured his wrists just above his head, one knee to 


the sofa arm, the other to the cushion. 


| leveled with him and looked dead into his eyes, seething with fury itching for the path of least resistance. "If 


you know what's good for you, you'll keep your ass right fuckin’ here." 
"Fuck you," he spat, glowering with muddled displeasure and glee. "Make me." 
The goad bought a smile to my face. A twisted, encouraging laugh tickled my throat. 


| parted my legs, gliding my knee caps down so they bit cruelly into the flesh just below the back of his knees. 


"Try me! 
He hushed into a determined silence, wincing and releasing a mute growl, gaze burning. 

"That's what | thought," | leered haughtily. "Where's it at?" 

Duff's annoyed eyes dropped to his vulnerable position His chest heaved and the first droplet of sweat trickled 
along his temple when he realized my dick was resting just beside his, just a hip's rearranging from jamming 


into his ass. 


Again, | fought not to look. | held my position, unwilling to risk even the faintest glance lest | be swiftly 
dispatched. 


But goddamn, it was so fuckin’ warm. | had to scold myself not to rub against it. 

Duff hesitated for a moment, either weighing his options, taking in the view, or preparing himself. His eyes met 
mine, then shifted almost mechanically, coldly, behind my right shoulder. They returned to me, expression 
beneath auburn bangs very clear that | would pay for this. 


Nonetheless, millimeters from his mouth | snipped, "Stay." 


| left him with a warning, a stern nip of his lower lip before | threw myself from over him, foolishly turning 


my back 

In the three steps it took to retrieve the bottle, arms clutched me from behind My arms were trapped; 
constriction like the Burminator on a bad day robbed me of breath. My feet left the ground and indignantly, 
helplessly stomped empty air. 


Utterly livid | bellowed, "Bullshit!" flailing so violently Duff's reverse steps wobbled. "Put me down, 


motherfucker!" 
"What was that you said earlier?" His snide snicker wriggled loftily in my ear. "Fuck fairn--" 


He shut the fuck up with a headbutt to the face. The squishy throb on the back of my skull told me I'd struck 


soft tissue. 
"Ahh! Fuck!" 
He dropped me like a cocky, treacherous stone. 


| only gave him enough time to blink and bewilderedly shake his head before | charged him, slamming my 
shoulder into his waist and tackling him back to the couch. 


He crashed down, back-first in a full-on body slam, emitting a stupefied, "Augh!" behind the fingers guarding 
his mouth. 


| threw his legs back, exerting my weight behind his knees once again. My hands mindlessly worked, pumping 
lotion and coating my fingers and dick while | dementedly bubbled, "How's that for fairness?" 


| lowered myself over him, slipping my lubed hand between our bodies and planting the other firmly on the 
back of the couch, wiping off excess lotion with a few hasty swipes. 


Slumped bonelessly beneath me, Duff menacingly chuckled, hands still protecting his mouth. 


His eyes opened, glinting with accepted, even humorous chagrin. He drew a breath, preparing to speak, and the 


quick inhale lengthened to a shuddering gasp, sharply warping to a resonant moan. 

He was trapped, helpless to do all but wriggle from the invasion of two drenched fingers. 

| hadn't warned him. | hadn't even given him so much as a dab of lube, a shy, fleeting touch. Nothing. 

His hands slowly fell from his face, curling to fists that grasped restlessly at dark grey upholstery. Their 
absence revealed a minuscule rivulet of scarlet, spawned from a small split on his bottom lip near the corner 


of his mouth. 


The rush of fucked up recompense was intoxicating. Inundated on a high of vengeance | twisted my fingers and 


shoved them to the knuckle. 


Duff grunted in determination, bristling with obstinance. Then he smiled, amused, dazzling, and macabre, the 


sight of his crimson-tinged teeth as goddamn sexy as it was gruesome. 


His abs flexed enticingly with his snicker. The tip of his tongue flit out to lap the injury, leaving a rosy, watery 
arc below his lip, like the fluid stroke of a fan brush. 


| glowered with pleasure, salivating at the sight: 
Very, very few things | have seen were as satisfying, as wholly, darkly fulfilling as that trickle of blood 

He deserves it 

And Duff knew he had it comin’, foo. 

He lay still yet savage, muscles coiled in grudging submission, in respect for first blood. Still, he eagerly lashed 


away, snarling ravingly, legs fighting to spread, flawlessly, wordlessly goading my finger fucking deeper, faster, 
so he panted through a bloody grin. 


"You were never..gonna get your shit together, anyway," provocative disdain dripped through his grisly smirk. 
"It was either..get the fuck out.while | still could.or let you fuckin’ make me miserable.take me down with you. 


You..couldn't even..tell the bitch." 


"You still married her," | growled with furious agony. "You fuckin' married her. Got her goddamn name tattooed 


on youl" 


In a moment masterful coordination | slammed my fingers home, pivoted sideways and slapped the ever living 
shit out of the forearm clawing the sofa, directly upon the offending image. The sound resonated in a sharp, 
piercing snap, setting my palm alight and instantly leaving a flushed hand print upon his flesh. 


“Susan Forever'?!" My scorn rabidly gnashed. "It should say ‘Slash Forever!" 


"Well, you got your petty fuckin’ revenge, didn'tcha?" He launched upwards, squaring eye-to-eye with me like 
the jab and blow didn't even phase him. He glared, unflinching, infuriatingly unwavering and failing to make any 
suitable noise other than rhythmic, muted grunts. 


"Perlita" For the first time | saw my pure loathing, my fury and contempt for Susan reflected in Duffs 
repulsed expression. He spat her name as if it were a disgusting, bitter loogie hocked from the back of his 


throat. "It should say ‘Duffito'; your hitte fuckin’ Duff" 


A whoosh stirred the air. Fire ignited the entirety of my left inner forearm and | responded instantly, seizing 
that rogue hand and slamming it back above his head. 


| executed a special riposte to his outburst, jamming in one last finger that caught him unawares. 


His narrow, slitted eyes softened. His brows gently bowed while he fought to calm his breath. He sank, melting 
into the couch, subdued to quiet, moaning pants, breathing through the steady in-and-out slides of my fingers. 


"Shit" the leaden curse heaved. His long, lithe frame writhed desirously. "Mother f- fucker" 


A diabolical grin bloomed. | exhaled lustfully, obscenely enraptured. Hungrily, | wet my lips, watching him squirm, 
his lips parted, his eyes needy, his hips struggling in effort for pinpointed pleasure | would not bestow. 


My fingers vanished purposefully early, and | almost snickered at the sense of disappointment that painted 
Duff's features. It receded when | half-ass stood, replaced with a glimmer of cloaked keenness when | 
immediately dropped back down, planting my knees on either side of him. 


| lugged him by his hips, guiding his ass to nestle snugly to my crotch, just shy of the edge of the sofa. | let 
him rearrange himself from his awkward, crunched position, half-swallowed by the couch, while | swayed back 


and forth, gliding my dick over his hole in a slinking, menacing tempo. 


| finally felt confident enough to take my first look, my first hungry, intimate scour of the man | hadn't seen 


for years. 


Giddy with power | thrust his knees towards his chest, rustling a horny sigh as he folded like a fuckin’ lawn 


chair, legs generously spread, a veritable smorgasbord to my famished imagination 
And his assfreckle was still as adorable as the first time | saw it. 


| rubbed his corded inner thighs, kneading them roughly as | rocked. | gave him a small, quick prod, just a 
fraction's feel of my cock, enough to tease and test his waters. 


Duff's eyes went wide. His mouth twitched with a silent gasp, an expectant smirk; a little too excited; a hair too 
happy. He caught himself, reeling in his yearning to the same standoffish half-scowl that fuckin’ Stevie Wonder 


could see crumbling. 
| beamed devilishly, whether to him or myself, | was unsure. 


| took a second for leisure, letting my fingers journey along the soft, supple skin, dipping down to follow the 
crease of his thigh. | savoringly traced his prominent V, fingertips grazing with purposeful shyness around his 
dick, avoiding it, preferring to play lightly in the tangles of lotion-matted hair, to make him wriggle and grumble 


in frustration from touches that veered too close. 


It seemed Duff's grooming had gone out the window. He was unkempt, balls unshaven and pubes not so much 
as trimmed when he had usually been meticulous. It seemed we were both sporting more grey hairs in places 
we rather wouldn't, too. I'd also packed on a few extra pounds in my case, whereas Duff was hard and built, 


leaner, toner, and a fuckton more flexible. 
The natural sincerity of that moment granted me a genial glow despite our fracas of power games. 


It had happened. This was all by chance, unplanned and unforeseen. We were truly naked and who we were 


without frills..and that happened to be two assholes fightin’ and fuckin’ like pissed off alley cats. 


And sure, | was taking a moment to drink him all in, to quench my years-long thirst, but | was still had every 
intention of chewing his head off while | fucked his brains out. 


His sounds wandered somewhere between indulgence and impatience, riding the rough undulations as | ground 
the bottom of my cock against his ass. He moved with me in a swift, uneven dance, fingers clutching the sofa, 


eyes shut, head reclined. 


His damp cock still shone with lotion, the deeply flushed flesh strikingly contrasting the pale, muscular slopes of 
his abdomen. Dots and strands of precum glistened in the faint, warm light, thick smears and thin, glossy arcs 


that coated his stomach. 


A fat droplet oozed from the tip of his dick, catching just below his navel. He arched, flawlessly rhythmic to 
my sway, hips raising, cock bobbing from the fluid movement, and the strand stretched to a sizable clear 
thread just before it snapped, painting him with a new translucent stripe. 


| sucked my lip, deviously transfixed. With a single hand | lightly traced the spot, catching a healthy dab of it 
beneath my fingers. | massaged it into his skin, moaning a savored, "Ooh, fuck." seconds before his sweet, clean 


taste tantalized my tongue. 


It was then that | realized just how wound up he was. Dribbling precum, flushed cock, and a bush to rival my 


own? 

It all added up that Duff wasn't gettin’ any. Or he'd given up. Maybe both. 

| was just the motherfucker he needed 

And wanted. 

Duff's expression adopted a determined relaxation. He squirmed meticulously, shimmying with steady, but 
obvious stealth to inch himself closer. His abs flexed in a sharp upwards sweep, testing his faintest 


adjustments, aiming to catch one of my grinds at just the right time to guide me in 


The motherfucker succeeded. With a harsh tilt of his hips a pressure so tight, warm, and wanted swallowed 


the head of my dick. 


Duff made a sound. A sound so familiar, a sound so simultaneously foreign and arousing it made me tingle 


from head to toe. It was fuckin’ music to my ears. 


It was a loud litle, "Oh!" A sharp yelp by definition, a rich moan by passion, softened to beautiful, breathless 


perfection with desperation 

Fuck, yes, he wants it! He wants ME! 

High on lust | lunged, hands braced on the back of the couch, head bowed low, salty copper smearing my lips. | 
kissed him deep. | kissed him hard, trapping him below me and tangling our tongues, jabbing and nipping at his 


split lip so it teased a surge of warm, fresh blood. 


The metallic taste set me on fire. It drew forth a tsunami of memories, a tidal wave of depravity lost 


somewhere in time, somewhere where trust, blood, and steel met in twisted, corrupt eroticism. 


In a whirlwind of animalistic urge | lurched forward, diving into the tight heat that called my name, that begged 
to be broken and ravaged. 


My head rose, elevating just fast enough to see Duff gasp, to see his face grimace with profound ecstasy and 


played-down pain. He latched onto my shoulders, keening a deep, guttural cry that wavered and lilted, lulling to 
hoarse pants as | slowly sank, burying myself in a single long descent. 


A blast of heated pressure coalesced within me the second his body molded exquisitely to mine, when | was 


buried to the balls and bearing down, filling him with every last millimeter of my dick. 

The burst of carnal bliss erupted so violently | convulsed. 

God. no.. | clenched my eyes and focused, straining to recall every flavor of taiyaki I'd seen that night. Shit, | 
wanted to pull out. | needed to pull out or | was gonna fuck it up! Dont do it, dont do it! Oh, son of a bitch, 
don't... 

My breathing could've rivaled the most disciplined of monks, but my mind had much more in common with a 
fiending crackhead that couldn't stop babbling crazy shit to themselves. | cursed myself up one side and down 
the other, painfully conscious of each and every squeeze Duff's breaths pressed around my cock Even 
through my frenzied internal monologue, all the little pulsations threatened to hurtle me clear over the edge. 
But Duff got antsy. He squirmed, his airy pants starting to groan in his instantaneous restlessness. He tightly 
snaked his legs around my waist, anchoring himself to roll his hips in a short, cramped serpentine to lessen the 
fullness, alleviate the dull, inescapable stretch. 

| was still dangerously tingly when he coaxed me to a deep, lazy grind 

And he felt so good. 

It had been so long. 

| couldn't fuckin’ believe it. It was like a dream. Like coming home. 

Eyes blissfully closed | listed with him, a slow dance of decadent restoration. Long, wisping breaths breezed 
through my smile, the fresh oxygen circulating throughout my blood like | was breathing in his undiluted 
energy, soothing and reinvigorating. 

| was a moth to a flame; drawn to his heat, sinking and melding to his very essence. | would happily perish in 
his inferno. | would fly directly into his fire, let it singe and scorch my wings until | was nothing more than a 
charred husk, ‘til | crumbled to dust and resurrected from the ashes, all too eager to do it again 

He was bright, and warm, and soft, and tight, and.. Duff. 

My Duff. 


The Duff who had been too goddamn forgiving. 


The Duff who had fucked her while | was away. 
The Duff who had turned his back on me. 

The Duff who had committed the ultimate atrocity. 
The Duff who had broken my motherfuckin’ heart. 


Somewhere along the way, I'd lost myself. Those few relished seconds of reunion stripped away like a moist 


scab on a healing wound. 


Slow, languorous sways rolled into rapid, brutal jabs. Harsh thrusts resounded with wet, fleshy claps, short, 
stabbing plunges mangling Duff's lush, breathy moans into clipped, full-throated, "Ohs” and "Ahhsl, each sharp 
cry halfway smothered by heaving gasps. 


The sound of his excited little bitch whines sparked a salacious vengeance within me. One with intent to hurt. 
To dominate. To flush out those whimpers until they flourished to yells that would shake the foundation of the 
building and rock all its residents to the core! 


In sudden unseen vehemence | slammed his shoulders and drove him downwards, wedging him beneath the back 
and seat cushions. Startled, he thrashed and lashed out, "Motherfucker!" as his shoulders sucked beneath the 
thick padding, his neck craned out uncomfortably far so his chin hovered slightly above his chest, blood 
shimmering, slowly drying in rusty, spit-diluted patches. 


| didn't give a shit about his coziness, about his disgruntled puff at his involuntary incapacitation. | only cared 
about rendering him defenseless, about exploiting his fleeting vulnerability while | could. 


| should've paid closer attention when | caved my hips to shove him backwards and upwards, so his ass raised 
and his back harshly curled, snaring him under me in a tight inversion. His knees came to rest on my sides, 
just below my arm pits at the top of my ribs. They slid downwards, gravity overtaking them until they floated 


inches above the cushion and | felt his bare feet graze my rib cage, and even my chest. 


In hindsight, | should've noted the quickly-hooded superiority in Duff's countenance. | read it as excitement, as 


him opening his legs to welcome the onslaught, not as the experiment for the ace up his sleeve. 


| was too fuckin’ distracted to even consider that Duff was playing chess while | was over here playing 


checkers like a jackass. 
He reinforced himself, fingers clinging the material above his head. His tendons flexed as he tugged himself 
fruitlessly upright, too cumbersome and upended. The sinuous ripple drew my vexed gaze to the bend of his 


elbow, to the galling tattooed words that stared me in the face. 


An acrid film laminated my tongue. | felt my hairs bristle in indignance as | fixated on the image, a snarl 


deforming my lips. 
The entirety of the world narrowed to a boiling, blood red tint. 


My dick retreated, then rammed back into place so hard Duff yelped pitifully in surprise, forced ever further 


into the couch, eyes rolling, fingers reflexively raking my shoulders. 
"You would never let us do it because of the jinx." My right hand lashed in attack, fingernails stabbing directly 
over her name. Slowly, cruelly, | dragged them, looming over him with borderline-unchecked hostility. | thrust 


my livid face into his, leaving him no shelter from my severity. "And you still put her fucking name on you!" 


What short nails | had ripped with savage intention, consciously tearing the layers of downy flesh to leave raw, 
scarlet scrapes that bubbled pinpricks of blood. 


What joy | felt when the fields of deep red rubies dispersed, gradually blotting out the abominable blight. 


| wanted to carve it from his flesh. Flay it from his skin! | wanted her to see it upon his return home and 


know | was there! 


Lips curled over fierce teeth Duff thrashed, roaring a thunderous growl but unable to do anything but flail in 
place like a turtle on its back. 


"You didn't wanna jinx it," | slavered in his face, screaming mad with fury and bloodlust, "then you did fhid" | 
struck again, stripping the skin with all the kindness a bear the bark of a tree. "You two-faced piece of shit!" 


My hips moved of their own accord, callously punctuating my rage with a punishing downward thrust. 


"Yes! Duff's rapturous reply rolled in snaky unison, his long body undulating, his smirk snarling in goading 


affirmation, eyes glazed with passionate wrath. "And | married her, too." 

He had the nerve to laugh. To let a cocky, taunting flutter tease forth from this throat. 

He fell to silence, to a chastised, breathless gasp when | jumped him. 

| scrambled on top of him, planting my feet on the couch, knees bent, muscles coiled. | crammed him into a 
compact ball, my ass in mid-air. | leaned my weight on his pecs, uttering a vicious yowl as | fucked him to 


quivering, full-bodied screams, shamelessly exploiting the springy couch to slam him relentlessly on my cock 


The room echoed with damp, clamorous slaps that helplessly drowned in the argumentative din of pleasure, 


pain, and challenge. 


"You son of a bitch, how could you?!" 


My every atom raged for vengeance. | wanted to hurt him, to make him experience every ounce of pain he'd 
made me endure. | wanted to listen to his cries, truly listen to them, memorize their each and every rise and 
fall as they fluttered and huffed into the air, clashing and unhinged, robustly erotic and so fucking gratifying 

because he liked it. He loved it, being controlled, being forced to compliance, held down and hammered until 


nothing but delirious sobs rushed from his ravished smile. 


Holy shit, | was one triumphant motherfucker, a smug little prick who'd achieved retribution and wasn't about 
the let Duff's gorgeous grimaces and grins distract or dethrone me, no matter how | much | burned to drink 


in that longed-for radiance. 


Trapped wonderfully below me, Duff bounced wildly in his tight bodily sphere. His muscles occasionally tensed, 
his face concentrating, working to silence himself and flex his legs in a fight to wrest himself free, to seize a 
handhold other than my forearms he murderously clawed to ribbons. 


More than once in my revenge fuck | thrust him down, forced him to obedience by tossing my weight on him, 
grinding myself to the balls until he wailed and whimpered in submission, legs recoiling, ass open and exposed 
for the taking, voice unleashing an uncontrolled hail of fluctuating pants and rapturous moans that fringed upon 


yells. 


"You told me | was the One!" My molten detestation vomited forth, tongue no longer able to be held. "And you 
did it anyway!" 


"You should make it work, Duff," his flushed, slightly squished face twisted into a contemptuous sneer of 
falsetto mockery. "Do it for Grace, Duff! Fuck your bullshit excuses!" 


"You left me when | needed youl" My hips mashed against him without mercy, and he howled and twisted like a 


cyclone, unable to escape. "| fuckin needed you, and you left me for her!" 


He thrust his defiant face into mine, neck extended at a gross, godawful angle. His exposed teeth were so near | 


feared he would tear a hunk from my lip. "I did what | thought was right!" 
"You son of a bitch!" My voice cracked in my miserable bellow, "You broke my fuckin’ heart!" 


"Oh, boo fuckin’ hool Poor, pitiful fuckin’ you!" Acrimonious droplets sizzled my cheeks like acid. "How many 


times did you break mine?!" 
Fuck his sentiments! It was my time to rage! 


For a few seconds there was naught but heavy breathing. Nothing but labored breaths, sounds of striking skin, 


and wordless, hissing taunts, daring, harassing. 


When Duff broke the silence, he spoke slowly, almost soothingly, like a gentle, wilting lullaby. A lullaby that had 


a nasty, matter-of-fact undertone that | didn't like. "You made the decision for me to marry her. You made 


that decision a long fuckin’ time ago, motherfucker." 


"Bullshit." | flashed my displeasure with a fierce scowl. "| didn't force you to say the fuckin’ words. Sign the 
fuckin’ papers!" 


My rage-fucking withered to a bewildered halt as he smiled, shaking his head what little he could. His tongue 
prodded interestedly at the stemmed split in his lip. 


"You had your chance, Slash. You had more chances than you fuckin’ deserved" 

He chuckled, sluggish and creeping at first, like the first languorous chugs of an overloaded locomotive, but it 
undulated into a prolonged, booming cackle of wretched insanity. That train flew right off the fuckin rails and 
launched down the side of a mountain, bringing down an avalanche of horror with it. 

| cowered at the nightmarish sound, watching his head fall back, teeth bared in a savage grin. When he snapped 
back there was no humor in his visage. It was grim with rock hard fury and agony, a torturously painful look 
into his very soul 

| was violently taken aback. He was absolutely ghastly. Down right fuckin’ terrifying. 

He laughed again, mocking and bitter, disappointed that my dumb ass couldn't piece the puzzle quickly enough. 
"You stupid fuck, you chose her over mel Just like you chose the fuckin’ smack!" 


Whap! 


All of a sudden my vision blacked. | cried out in shock and shook my head, clutching my skull like pureed brain 
might spill from my temples. 


My right ear rang. | tasted blood. My eyeballs were rattling in their sockets. Fuck, had | been slapped or 
punched?! 


"You couldn't tell her! You didn’t tell her! She meant more to you than | did!" 

The all-out force of a battering ram struck my sternum. 

"You fuckin’ promised me!" 

All the air whooshed from my lungs. Everything went white. 

| catapulted backwards off the couch, sputtering for breath as | hurtled through the air, landed with a 


thunderous crash and skidded on my bare ass until | ground to a burning stop. Dazed and dizzy | whirled on the 
carpet, clutching my throbbing, heaving chest as if I'd been shot. 


My shoulder popped as Duff snatched my forearm and dragged me to my feet. He spun me on the way up, 
turning me with a whip of his wrist so | lost my footing and fell clumsily, mid-stumble onto the bed. 


Flat on my back, | swear | was so stunned | could see those cute yellow animated birds flapping happily and 
carefree around my head. Too bad they took off screeching like bats out of hell when Duff pounced like a 


starving tiger, just the moment my muddled vision sharpened. 


In a blur of disorientation | registered the slick cotton comforter dragging hotly across my back. | was pulled 
across the bed by my ankles, hastily dropped and rearranged as strong hands nabbed my thighs, hovered my 
ass near the side of the bed and tucked my knees to my chest. 


Duff's lean body and roiling heat pressed in, looming between my thighs and tossing my limp knees easily over 
his shoulders. Greasy wetness pressed against me, and his victorious cock plunged to the hilt with little 
resistance, taking me, making me ache from gluttonous pain as we reveled together in a lustfully moaning duet 


of savage hunger. 


The thrill of vanquishment devoured me, encircling me like a lush velvet cloak. My skin flickered to life as his 


weight joined me, compressing me to the bed, his muscular build the perfect prison for my ultimate escape. 


Sweet defeat curling my lips, knuckles white from fingers biting his taut thighs | withered to a stiff, desperate 
mess, twitching my hips, fighting for just the night spot he refused to give as deep, pinpointed thrusts aligned 

with the hammering, blazing pulse in the center of my chest. The rough, burying slams shot teases of sparks 
that extinguished just before bursting to fruition, dangling me dangerously on the edge of slathering and raving 


for more, so much more than the infuriatingly short-lived nudges of my prostate. 


He had won. He had totally beat my ass with that fuckin’ horse kick to the chest, surmounted me like the 
treacherous little shit | was! Now, goddamn it, fuckin’ pound me! 


But then, as if to both stoke and calm the brewing storm coagulating as a foul muddle of inflamed, needy 
curses boiling somewhere below my breathless larnyx, Duff's fingertips danced along my throat. They curiously 
caressed, sweeping with swift grace back and forth before gliding fluidly upwards to dip into my mouth. 


| was only able to fleetingly suck them, to get a futile lick on the pads, made faintly aware of the lengthy 
laceration my bottom teeth had gouged in the soft inner tissue when he painted my lips in my own coppery 
crimson, dragging the tough callouses in messy, smearing abrasion before his index and middle fingers split, 
drawing two bloody, fading lines over my chin. He trailed them down my neck, simmering darkly when his hand 


cupped lightly, inquisitively over my throat, just below my jaw. 


| jeered a spewing, hungry hiss, wracked with excitement so potent Duff quivered from the flutter of 


constrictions. 


"You still have it in ya?" My sneering heckle was received with a smile, arrogantly feverish gore meeting gore. 


"You still got the fuckin’ stones, you neutered little house hubby?!" 


Duff glowed with macabre glee. He looked absolutely engulfed with the generosity of my scorn, the orange light 
painting him an aggressive, maniacal hue as he placed his free hand on my throat. His grin glinted and bristled, 


relishing my giddy, horny simpers and static slithers with a diabolical glower. 
He was all too happy for this. And so was |. 


| raised my chin, moving into the deceptively sweet sweeps of thumbs along my jaw. | tilted my head back, 
exposing the delicate entirety of my neck, moaning and shivering as his thumbs swept downwards, gliding 
tenderly over my Adam's apple before finally joining the others in a firm, determined clamp that jarred my 
already jagged breath. 


Tension gripped my muscles as the pressure hit. A bygone expression of doe-eyed indulgence washed my 


features, savored with a satisfied lick of blood-tinged lips that floated just out of reach. 


Duff was monstrous. Imposingly magnificent. Positively fucking stunning as my pulse pounded my skull and my 
airflow drained. He loomed, enveloping me in his shadow, eyes glittering like wet, sickly evergreens, teeth 


shimmering like a carnivore's crimson fangs. 


The jolts of flaming sparks hadn't stopped. The rapidly pounding in and outs that left me scrambling for air 
magnified by a hundred. He toyed with me, fucking me with short, deep little thrusts, almost snaps, teasing and 
letting me teeter in the ebb and flow of pressure waxing and waning, attempting time and time again to form 
into a dense, united mass somewhere deep, deep inside me, somewhere that bubbled and burned and was so 


strained for relief it hurt. 


Still, | gargled a strangled, lightheaded laugh, high on passion for the incubus, pale, savage, and beautiful, that 
would seduce and ensnare my readily given soul, a prized, jealously-guarded possession, something to be taken 


out and caressed lovingly, whispered to covetously. 


Or perhaps jinxes do exist and my gift was nothing more than a mortal curse. One unable to be nullified. One 
that returned without fail regardless of how many times it was disposed A hex that would follow him to the 


grave. 


"/ should hate you" The hands tightened. The captivating, furiously glaring face lowered itself above me. Jaw 
clenched, Duff's venomous anger and vengeance growled viciously upon my parted, rasping mouth, "I should 


fucking hate you and | can't fuckin’ bring myself to!" 
The first genuine heave for breath seared my windpipe. Squirming and sputtering, my hands went vise-like on 
his wrists. | stared right into those grimly entrancing eyes, lips flopping, words leaving me a garbled, scratchy 


screech, "S-same reason | c-can't.| know you still fuckin’ love me, goddamn it." 


"| shouldn't" God, yes, the gravelly fury in his voice was fuckin’ hot! “After all the lies, all the hiding, all the let 


downs and broken promises!" 
Duff's grasp didn't waver. It held, strong and resolute, firm and true, just like all of his claims. 


| was guilty. | was responsible for all of his misery and | would pay the price.just hopefully not with my life, 
which I'd idiotically laid right in his hands. 


| could feel my pulse throbbing flightily beneath his fingers. My vision began to blur, and his image grew 
somewhat faint, fuzzy around the edges like splotches of amber, brown, and red watercolors. The scene was as 
fascinating and entrancing as a tumbling kaleidoscope until he roared with finality, raised to his full kneeling 
height, pulled out at lightning speed and callously slammed back inside me. 


The hard upward thrust shattered my fragile resilience. A prolonged scream of deep, animalistic need found 
itself a strangulated, squeaking groan as my legs scrambled to find a secure foothold around the heaving chest 
and brawny arms between them, scurrying desperately to move into the iron hips suddenly bashing against my 
ass with furious abandon. Heartless and cruel they fell, solid and unforgiving they stung the tender, irritated 
skin as | melted into an oblivion of heat, a grey-white smudge of existence where the only thing that mattered 
was the satisfied hissing of Duff above me and the torrents of pressure swirling like a vast, dangerous 


whirlpool in my stomach. 


The sound of my hindered cries began to fade. My head felt like it was swaying back and forth like a weak 
bridge in gale force winds, teetering on the very brink of blackness. My suffocated brain was useless, but | 
was goddamn glad for my hand's shitty memory when my closed fist struck Duff's shoulder twice. 


The chokehold vanished. A violent, wheezing gasp flooded my stale blood with cool, crisp oxygen as two arms 
snaked beneath my sides and under my back. Hands clamped my shoulders, aching the bone from the force as 
Duff jerked me towards him, launching forward to plunge into me with frenzied determination, to draw out 
every whimpering cry and throaty, moaning yowl that filled the room amidst the sea of libidinous, fleshy 


clamor and muzzle it with his lips. 


My mouth parted as openly and eagerly as my legs, tongue rising to greet him, entwining and thrusting against 
the slick softness of his. Thunderous breaths fought to level my floating head, stammering my compulsive, 
delirious babble, "I love you.. | still fuckin’.love you, Duff.! l'm a fuckin’ piece of shit, | know! I'm s-so--" 


Shut up," the command snarled, enforced by a luscious, crushing kiss, stinging my skin from the gruff abrasion 


of stubble. 


"Shut the fuck up and give me what | want for once, you selfish fuck" Rough and amorous he kissed me again, 
fierce yet delicate, his sounds veering into deeper passion, for even in the aggression lied restrained affection. 
His grip throbbed my shoulders and he whispered greedily, indisputably against my panting, shivering mouth, 
"Cum for me." 


"Yes, Duff, please!" My arms latched around him in a death grip of lust, excitement blazing though me like 


lightning. "Goddamn it, fuck me, baby!" 


Lungs heaving | hugged him to me, full-bodied sweat on sweat, desperately in need of his closeness, in need of 
the sharp, fixated angle of his hard hips slamming me with everything they had. My legs slid limply down his 
arms, fixing my knees at the crooks of his elbows for the faintest, tiniest accommodation to ignite the sore, 


Tingling tightness in my gut. 


In three sharp clashes my rolling, searching hips found their mark. An eyerolling rush of hot, mind melting 
pressure forced out a mindless beg, "Yeah! Right there! Oh, fuck" 


| could feel myself unravel. | could feel the very madness coursing through me, sparking a fiery blaze right 
above my heart and somewhere in my throat, tensing my muscles, arching my spine and closing in on him, 


squeezing him inside and out. 


" Yesss” God, he was right there, in my arms, tangible, warm, and alive, hugging me hard and pounding me even 
harder, his cool hiss the very air | breathed, his body so acutely attuned to mine, holding his position, grunting 
and growling in exertion and glee at my pathetically ecstatic sobs. He sounded so excited, so simultaneously 

happy and pissed off. "| wanna see it. | wanna feel it! Let me see how fuckin much my self-centered little bitch 


missed mel" 


Gnarled, voracious groans hurtled around us, two ravenous souls goaded on by unleashed lust and yearned 


affection. 


Duff kissed me like he loved me and fucked me like he hated me, battering me into the bed and tasting my lips 
in a decadent, frenzied passion, devouring my chaotically carnal cries, moving in closer as | curled in on myself, 
clutching him, mercilessly pulling his hair and raking his back, holding myself stubbornly still and allowing him to 
pound the heat through my body so it flourished as boldly as the moans | openly, willingly, truthfully bellowed. 


| felt a hard, uncontrollable grimace suddenly contort my expression, my eyes snapping shut, my teeth gritting 
in focus. Fiery breaths stunted in my throat, breaking into heaving, focused pants of impending combustion fed 
by my starving palms roaming his body, caressing his sides, gliding to his hips as my hands drank in the feel 


of him, stealing hungry touches of his firm, toned muscles, squeezing him securely in my insatiable embrace. 


My limbs began shaking. My moans quivered, staggering as the tension in my lower body peaked, as my hips 
twitched and my balls ached and | uttered a long, pitiful keen, inundated, surrounded, cradled, assaulted by the 
one | had once called Mine. The one | had shed tears for, had bled for, had almost idiotically taken my life for. 
The only one who made me feel complete, who was the final, anchoring piece of the fucked up puzzle of my life 


that | had driven away and selfishly, senselessly wounded with my ill-aimed pride. 


"Look at me," Duff's tone rumbled low and deep, somehow gentle and demanding as his thrusts grew steadier 
and minutely faster. | could feel him swelling inside me, flaring with heat, fighting to level his voice as his long 
fingers slid from my shoulders and into my hair, knotting gingerly in my curls with surprisingly docile urgency. 
"Look at me, motherfucker." 


| instantly obeyed, opening my eyes to greet his sensual rage and match it with my own passionately chastised 
gaze. | grazed my nose to his, brushed our panting, parted lips, lost in the soft green haze that was no longer 


fantasy, no longer some preposterous, woebegone pipe dream | privately, frequently entertained in my head. 


Flesh and blood, not mist and air. Warm and solid, firm in my hold and imbibing the same atmosphere, kissing 
me and stroking my face, soaking me with his adoration and thrashing me with his rage, fuelling my years-long 
desperation until | stiffened and shook, until he filled my arms and his shoulders were painted with incandescent 


scratches, until | cried out an earth-shattering call of his name and the world went silent. 


My muscles refused to move. Every last ligament burned as | hung in limbo, holding the enamored gaze that 


so attentively watched me. 


He was so beautiful. But then again, to me he's always beautiful because he has a beautiful soul; a soul mine 


aspires to be like; a soul whose clemency was as excruciating as it was treasured. 


His eyes were heavy with passion, regarding me tenderly, like | was the most important person in the world. 
Seeing me for who | was despite all my faults, all my failures. At that moment, | knew he didn't see me as the 
fuck up. He didn't see me as the life-ruiner, the liar, the junkie, the coward. 


| was His Slash. 

| was his world. 

| was his existence. 
| was his. 

And he loved me. 


His heart held to mine, the world sped far, far beyond forward. Wriggling waves of blinding, blazing pressure 
ripped from my abdomen, blasting from the depths of my stomach and surging through me in a violent, 
white-hot explosion from head to toe. 


My balls ached as if they'd bust. The sore, denied flesh of my dick throbbed as it pulsed again and again, 
gushing copious torrents of cum between our bodies, ropes and pools that smeared into a warm, slippery mess 
with our every enfolded movement, Duff swaying to spread it, to coat his lower body with satisfied, overjoyed 
moans, exaggerating his thrusts to feel my twitching cock pulsate against his stomach. 


| shuddered, and jerked, and clung to him like my life depended on him, sobbing into his amorous kisses, drinking 
in his submerged, surrendering sighs and wrapping myself in his essence, reveling in the overwhelming feeling 
of vastness | only ever associated with Duff and Voodoo. The gaping, empty pit in my chest seemed to fill with 
cleanliness, familiarity, and unadulterated love. 


My eyes remained true through every tiny twitch and convulsion, writhing, whimpering, shouting like a man 
possessed freed of his demons as Duff's eyes narrowed and softened, as he fixated on my pleading, ecstasy- 
addled features, his brows low, his hips heaving with strain, just like his tepid breaths, humid on my gasping 


face, breathing pleased sounds at my rapturous pleasure. 


"Goddamn it, Slash," came the whisper, so hushed | could hardly hear it over my clamoring pants. He sounded 


on the verge of furious, unshed tears. "You son of a bitch.. You fuckin." 


Gulping for breath | buried my hands in his hair, stealing the sweetest, softest kisses from the very mouth 


that cursed my name. "I love you. | love you so fuckin’ much, Duff, and | never fuckin’ stopped." 
A quiet, heartbrokenly happy whine hummed against my mouth. 


"l." Duff's connected lips shivered, sharply curling into a snarl so fierce my dots of decadent, lingering kisses 


fell upon naked teeth. 


His body lurched, his shoulders quaked with a final, powerful roll of his hips, and his head reared back, his 
throat flexing, tendons and pulse thrumming as he roared with vehemence. Sparks flew up my arched, tingling 
spine as he buried himself to the balls and thrust me across the bed, forcing himself to the depths and 
flooding me with burst after burst of the liquid heat of his load, tenderly stinging my scalp as his fingers 
curled, as he held me closer and locked our bodies, ardently nuzzling his face to mine as his sounds descended, 


spiraling from guttural growls to long, breathy moans. 


| drew him in further, wanting, wishing, demanding to feel every last jerk of his cock within my sore, battered 
self. | pressed my bare feet to his hips, emitting hushed sighs and moaning for soft joy as | kissed his weary 
face, showering his cheeks, jaw, and forehead, cradling his intense agony and pleasure in cherishing hands and 


gaze, meeting those ardent green eyes and not seeing a single shred of the former malice, anger, or betrayal. 
Only love. 

The brick wall had fallen. The Duff | held in my hands and heart was no longer furious, no longer callous and 
angry. He clung to me, quivering, relieved, wrapping me in his arms so tightly, so gently, kissing me with 


gracious, tender care, stroking my hair with doting fingers, shuddering with me in unrelenting aftershocks. 


Five words rang out, a tender toll, a whisper that lorded high above the mind-and-body-obliterating chaos: "I. | 


love you, Slash." 


Well, normally this is where I'd break the chapter off, wrap things up in a neat little bow and all. But since the 
night had more to come, things have changed, and | have a plane to catch, I've decided it would be prudent to 


fall into the spirit once more hand you off, little book Who knows what chapters may be next, what things the 


future holds in store for us, but one day you will certainly harbor them in your pages. 


All | know is that I'm glad to finally pass you on. I've never been so goddamn happy to purchase an empty 
tome. Treat Duff as nicely as you've treated me so far, little Journal. I'll see you again soon. 


| love you, Duff. There's no words | can think of fo say other than thank you. Thank you for loving me. For listening 
fo me. For believing in me. For being a stronger person than | was, and never once tearing me down. I cant wait 
until were only each other's again 


Forever Yours, 


Your Slash 


Chapter Two, Part Two: Fuck Goodbyes 


Author's Notes: 

Finally, I\'m back! And along with my usual apologies for such a long time between updates, | wanted to let 
yVall know that I\'m taking a brief break from this story in order to write another, shorter one that\'s been 
eating at me for months and months. It\'s only going to be 5-7 chapters, and since this story has about 
another 25, | want to get the short story out of the way so | can fully focus on this one. Thank you all for 
being so patient, and | hope you enjoy this chapter and the short story to come! 


Early April 2001 
Duff 


I'm baaaack, motherfuckerrrr! 

Whoa, man. Talk about deja vu or some shit! What's goin’ on, New Journal? 
Uh.Journal IV, right? Geez 

Holy fuck, this is a trip. 


Hell, this whole Japan trip has been a trip. The last five years have been a trip. I'd say it's been a long, strange 
trip, but I'm not even confident that "trip" is a word anymore. 


Dude, maybe /m trippin. | guess in a way, yeah. Maybe | am. Although | hoped this would happen, | always kept 
it an unspoken fact that it never would, just to protect myself. 


Normally I'd just dive in, but | don't even know where to start, ya know? It's been so long since I've sat down, 
put pen to paper and sorted my thoughts into something other than a lyrical format or a blurb to just.get it 
out of me. For so long it had nowhere to go but into musical notes and foul, dank corners in the back of my 


mind. 


What happened between us wasn't something | talked about. It was nothing | would be upfront with, nothing | 
would engage unless otherwise prompted. It was too painful to touch, and | had too much other shit to worry 
about. 


If friends and family inquired how | was I'd give dry, disconnected replies, skirting around the subject until they 
shied away from my look of pained discomfort and changed the subject. 


| was glad for those folks because with the exception of exactly three siblings and two friends, no one was 
stubborn enough to prod me to speak in depth. When they did it was superficial things disguised as bigger, 
scarier things. That was usually enough to pacify anyone's curiosity. 


There was only one soul whom | spoke to at length. She was my direct link. She was the only one | could trust 
with sensitive, unedited information. Honesty returned me honesty and earned me precious communication, a 


trickling back and forth between Slash and myself through his mother. 


| consistently found myself wondering if he was in on it, realizing that | tried to speak to him through her. I'l 


have to ask him next time he calls. 

My deepest, darkest thoughts and fears | mostly kept to myself..which may as well have been all of them. Our 
breakup was a lovely bundle of trauma | balled up and threw into my SUPPRESS THS FOREVER AND EVER Bin, 
but it kept fucking popping out at me like thoroughly depressing a Jack-in-the-box when | least expected or 
wanted it. 

It wasn't until 9:34 AM at Cafe du Monde that | seized that hoard and flung it all over the place. Hell, | might 
as well've showered in glass shards, rolled in ‘em to ensure an even coating, then taken a lemon juice soak for 


all the mental shitstorm it kicked up. 


| remember the time specifically because | had just studied a clock behind the counter, crunching numbers to 


see if | had leeway to squeeze in all the stops | desired before hitting the airport. 
| had scanned the crowd innocuously, peering over the sea of heads to gauge the potential wait time. The place 
was packed, swathes of people migrating through the culinary clamor, but someone stuck out in the bustle of 


chatter, whizzing food and drink 


| didn't have to look twice. | froze mid-shuffle in the advancing queue, causing the woman behind me to bump 


into me. | apologized genuinely but mechanically, infinitesimally breaking my stare at the familiar side profile. 
| felt myself go cold from the inside out. 

Wait.. Is that? No. No fuckin’ way.." 

OF all people. OF all places.! 


I'd know him anywhere. | know how he holds himself, how he conceals himself, how he sits to hide his face and 


buries it in a newspaper. Besides that, who the fuck else is wearing shades indoors at nine in the morning?! 
A waitress hustled to the table, dropping off her payload of sugary, fried dough goodness. 


Slash looked up at her. My heart executed a little flip as he smiled that awkward, shy smile, the polite and 


slightly tight, "Please don't recognize me. I'm not trying to be rude, | just wanna be left alone," smile. 


She didn't, he thanked her, then stealthily turned his head to check out her ass as she hurried away, arms 


laden with several more orders of tempting beignets. 


A subtle flicker of his appreciative, "Nice! expression crossed his face, a missable upward twitch of his mouth 


as he traced her for a split second more, and | realized he was about to look right fuckin’ at me. 

Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit! 

Indeed, | almost shit myself. But instead | crouched down, merely looked like I'd suddenly shit myself, and 
speedily crab walked out like a fuckin’ weirdo, stomach growling and mind reeling, to the only place | could think 


to go on such violently short notice. 


Well, long story short, Miriam told me a lot of the same stuff she told Slash. Except the only things | learned 


were from the tea leaves, not from..well..Slash, seeing as | was first to the museum, ya know. 
| don't know. It was something about learning to live, about life going on. Something about getting our shit in 
order, finding structure, breaking away from the chaos and reforming ourselves before convergence. | vaguely 


remember something about self-forgiveness, too. 


| tried, but | didn’t listen very well to what she was saying. Well, | did, but that box had been shaken up so 
much the mess was equivalent to the Great Glitter Bomb Prank of April Fool's, ‘88 


| had trouble focusing. | had trouble fathoming his presence. | had the most trouble getting Ola's admonishment 
out of my head. 


"do not, do not contact him yourself. You know fighting for sobriety is a daunting thing, and you are not to 
interrupt or jostle him as he's trying to figure it out. You understand?" 


| wanted to. Oh, my fucking god, how | wanted to. He was right there. Right there.. 
| had to tell him | was sorry! | had to at least-- 
"You cover your ass until its right for you to be back in my sons life." 


And that was the problem. | was fully aware of it, running from the scene like a scalded dog, fleeing like mad 


down the narrow cobblestone streets. 
| didn't know if it was time. 


Ugh. It felt like those particles of glass were in my grey matter, not my dermis. It still does as | write this. 


What a clusterfuck. 

Anyways. 

My brain buzzing and stinging like it was full of pissy bees, | flew home, spent time with Susan and the girls (a 
few days away from the kids, especially my little one, was rougher than I'd thought), and did as Miriam had 
instructed, dumping a mixture of herbs and salt into a bath, allowing a black candle covered in carved symbols 


to burn to a bubbled stub, and placing a small handmade pouch below my pillow. 


After finishing the first chapter of a brand new book, | promptly passed out. Then | proceeded to have a crazy 


ass dream which made no fucking sense and total fucking sense at the same time. 
But even as perplexing as it was, it helped me survey the damage rent by the exploding aforementioned box. 


It was creepy. I'm not one to remember much but bits and pieces from dreams, snippets that usually fade as 


my waking hours wax on. But this was one that stuck with me, every small detail still crystal clear. 

It does get a little weird, though, so bear with me. 

The dream was so lucid, so realistic my torso and arms received warmth from the fire as | arranged flame- 
licked logs with a long iron rod. | felt energized and eager, a feeling of homecoming, nervously joyous, fluttering 


in my stomach. 


There was work to be done, preparations to be made, and of course the daily ins and outs of life needed to be 


tended despite the celebration 


| sang a tune in a language | don't know while | worked, while | swept and hung damp laundry to dry, the words 


flawlessly translated in my head despite the foreign sounds | warbled throughout the small wooden home. 


A song of peace. A song of pride of home, of strength and good things, of love and nature and oneness, where 
such beauty can be found in the quietest, safest of places. And | knew my safe place would soon return 


Hours passed. Work completed with no sound but the dull, roaring booms of far-off thunder and the scrape of 
the giant leaves of the sunflowers dancing outside the window, sporadically broken with cackling raven's caws. 


| was tired, so, so tired from worries and stress, but | kept my post. | kept my vigilance, giddy, anxious, 
checking the winding dirt road and cursing every hour that failed to deliver. 


Then it was like a time blip. 
There he was, just as his fylgja had foretold. 


| had seen it before, the massive wild forest cat with his long, smoky grey fur and brownish-black stripes. | 


recalled its two luminous yellow eyes closing happily, purring like the rumble of a toppling mountain as | pet it 
in greeting beneath a thin metal covering near a laid stone path, a lady of a clan | had never seen before, eyes 


and skin as rich and dark as fertile earth, smiling happily, opening a door. 


Days before, the cat had twitched its tall, tufted ears, swished its plush, perfectly groomed tail, and spoke to 


me beside the river stone hearth. Not with words, of course, but feelings, images. 


It strode with him when | couldn't, relayed information to me when he himself was unable. It was a creature all 


his own, much like the sandy wolf-like dog that padded in my footsteps or lead me when | required guidance. 


| remember when | first saw our fyigias, and those of others’ later, as | honed my skills. It was just after | 
damaged my hugr, when | had been retired from battle and forced to find a new life of honor among my people 


that didn't include the glory with which | demanded and always imagined my exit from this world. 


| had seen too much. | was no longer of use on the battlefield. A mind crippled is as useless as a broken axe, 


but my injury was a blessing in disquise. 


Despite my infirmity, my taboo status, a warrior maimed, a lame, broken horse fit for naught but 


dishonorable, shameful slaughter, | salvaged my reputation 


| studied. | learned ways of healing. | learned to help my people with my newfound sight, even if | had a hard 
time trusting it for myself. 


On that day, | stood there, silent, still, smiling in relief so overwhelming | thought | might burst. 

He lived. The tales of the fylgja had not led me astray! The runes were true! 

„then again, if he had died, the fylgja would have gone with him. The runes would have cast dire. The loss of 
the love of my soul would have made itself acutely known. My gift would've been a curse; | would have felt 


my dearest attachment physically severed, lopped off like a mangled limb if he had entered the afterlife. 


Tense with contained elation | watched, allowing him time to sigh and peer about our home. | studied him, read 


him, felt the vibrations around him. 


| examined the person who seemed to change, to shift back and forth from an unfamiliar one, nearly my 
height, big and burly, bearded and bedraggled with straight, tangled, ashen brown hair and simple leather and 
linen clothes, to the Slash | knew: shorter, more petite, tight jeans and a vulgar t-shirt, his glossy raven curls 
cascading down his back, guarding his dark, skittish eyes. 


Through his gaze of utmost relief, the peace of finally being home, the strain of war ravished his features. 


| could see no physical wounds, fresh cuts, scrapes, nothing like that. Not all wounds are visible, though. Mine 


sure weren't, but that didn't make them any less real, any less agonizing. 


Those invisible misfortunes, with my recently discovered sight, | could see. Different from mine, yes, but 


similar. Very, very similar. 


| couldn't contain myself. | didn't want to scare him, but the urge to wrap him in my arms after so long a 


separation, so vicious a skirmish was overwhelming. 


Life is never granted--reunion is never guaranteed. We must always seize the moment to embrace the ones 


we love for we never know when or if we will get the chance again 


| stepped forward, almost like | had suddenly materialized from the ether. Aged wooden planks groaned under 


my boots, but they were no where near as croaky as my dry, unused voice, almost as if I'd been asleep. 


"Hey." My brimming joy cleanly saturated my words. | could feel it radiating boldly upon my beaming visage. 
"You're back!" 


Slash spun in slow shock, voluminous waves of ebony tendrils cascading over his shoulder, revealing his warm 


brown eyes wide with disbelieving astonishment. 


Memories began to flow. Recollections | had locked down reared their heads and demanded attention. Harsh, 


cutting words and cruel treatment commanded explanation. 


| reached to touch him, to gently clasp his arms in greeting, eager to close the space between us, for a living 
touch, for confirmation that this wasn't some figment of my addled imagination ‘cause why would he be here? 


Why would he seek me out? Why would he forgive me after such a disloyalty? Such a brutal severance? 


"Duff?" He had whispered, uttering my name once more, nearly a prayer as | stroked his face, as | silently 
begged for him not to disappear, for him not to slap my hand away in sudden realization that |, the wretch, 


was infringing upon his space. 


He didn’t. He gasped like he'd been doused with snowy water, the soft, tepid skin of his cheek vanishing as he 
gripped my wrist with both hands and yanked me closer, frantically patting me, searching me, the gorgeous 
face | had missed so much tormented with hysteria, like | myself would fade if he broke physical contact. 


Until then, he'd always pull away. Violently. He'd rip himself from my arms, shove me and tell me how he 
couldn't stand the sight of me, couldn't stand to so much as share my presence since she came around. My 
touch physically repulsed him. My apologizes and pleas for understanding fell on disgusted, mute ears and were 
dismissed with furious vehemence. 


Now he wanted to touch me. He wanted to be sure of my existence, of my flesh and blood life tangible in his 


hands, just as | was his, a roaring explosion booming somewhere in my subconscious. 


"What's goin’ on?" The palms resting on my chest, clutching my shirt, trembled. Slash's face paled with fear, 


twisted in confusion. "Where have you been, l.. Miriam told me about the cafe, and, and.." 
Miriam... | pondered internally. 

The Dark Lady. 

Harbinger of the Fylgja 


In my split second cognizance, Slash had torn a pack from his shoulder, something that hadn't been there the 
moment before. For some reason the uncharacteristically heavy sound, like hundreds of pounds of thick metal 
slamming down from high above, didn't make me flinch. In fact, it released a weight that had long crushed my 
chest, a weight | had grown to tolerate, to work around and live with, like an aching back or temperamental 


knee. A misery that had just become a part of life. 


| felt it soar up and away, like it had floated through the small ventilation opening in the roof, blown away like 
the smoke from the hearth, dissolved with the pattering of gentle, cleansing rain. 


A new fire kindled right where the density used to be. The hollow, heavy void warmed with new light. It spread 
outward, engulfing me like invigorating summer sun, a tender happiness | couldn't deny, a smile of contentment 


immovable from my lips. 


| couldn't take my eyes from him. 
My Slash. 


He was here. He was grazing my cheek, tracing my jaw, mystified. His damp, nervous eyes remained on my 
gaze as he pushed aside long, blonde bangs | knew | no longer had, imbibing and understanding the emotions | 


couldn't form into words. 
He touched me like a precious thing, something of wonder, of beauty. Something, someone he loved. 


| didn't know what to say. All| knew was this moment was different. He was different. | was different. We were 
different. But the air, the connection, the longing we shared was identical. 


The look of muddled gratitude and sorrow in his eyes when a lone tear trickled down his cheek and | softly 
wiped it away, pulling him into me, hugging him to me, | can reply over and over, just like a movie scene. And 
how | kissed his head, how | held him tight and he returned my embrace even stronger, shuddering, sobbing 


quietly into the protection of my chest. can still feel it. 


It felt so right. My place in the universe had been recemented!| My world, my life had returned, bright and 
colorful, even in those dark, aching eyes that scoured me, hunting for deceit, for anger and fury he would not 


find. 


‘I've missed you." He was exhausted, so weak he swayed in my arms. And it was just an excuse to hold him 
tighter, to reaffirm his corporeal solidity. "Where..where've you been? l-- You could've talked to me, l." 


| just remember smiling, awash with relief so potent | wanted to laugh. 
| raised a hand to the fire as | held him close, aware, so, so pleasantly aware of his body snug to mine. 
‘Ive been right here. I've been right here all along, just waitin’ for you." 


Because | had. For years | had been there. For my own little eon | had waited, tending the flames, rekindling 
them, holding out hope for reignition, even when he himself had doused them. 


Try as | might, my efforts at turning my back, extinguishing them once and for all, had failed. And, as | held 
his sleeping frame to mine, safe and warm beneath the furs, the snapping crackles of burning wood, the rustle 


of rain, and rumbles of thunder a soundtrack to cure my ailing, healing heart, | was glad for the glowing coals 
that lingered, the persistent embers that had the power to start the fire once more. 


Miriam didn't have much to say about the dream. And, upon further review, it was pretty straight forward. 
I'm about ninety five percent positive | only called her for a second opinion because | woke up freaked the fuck 
out. Like, super-freaky freaked out. | couldn't get it out of my mind, and trust me, it took like, twenty minutes 
for me to find her damn phone number, and | still had a solid recollection of the motherfucker. 

So, get a load of this, alright? 

| tell her that weird ass dream. 

She tells me what | already know. 

And then she fuckin’ says, "I gotta go. He's here." 


| almost shit a goddamn brick! 


"What?!" | startled so hard | fumbled my lighter. That little brick was fighting to turn to gold before it 


emerged. "He's there?" 


"Yep. I'm lookin’ at him." 


| shivered with sudden cold | remember wishing | could squish myself through the phone, magically appear 


before him in a cloud of purple smoke. "Ja-daaaal TALK TO ME, SLASH, PLEASE" 

Why purple smoke? | dunno, really. Just seems fitting. Dude, | would totally fuckin’ rock a sparkly tuxedo, too 
Nah, fuck that: | would make it "Purple Rain" in that motherfucker. 

Miriam's giggling amusement swiftly grounded my daydream. "He's nearly beating down the door!" 


My eyes narrowed in concentration, honing in on the background noise, all thoughts of The Prince Maneuver 
abandoned. The knocking sounded panicked, so quick and hard | could hear the bells tacked above the door frame 
jingling like Santa was trying to break it down with a festive battering ram. 


| anxiously pawed my hair, flailed my free hand wildly about and stuttered, "L-let.let me talk to him. Please, 
just--" 


"Nope!" Geez, she was chipper as hell cutting down my hopes. "I can't do this part for you. You have to do it” 


"I. What? How?!" | scooted to the edge of the bed, bunching the sheet around my nudity in case Grace barged 


in on me demanding breakfast. "I. Miriam--" 
"Goodbye," she grinned, the rattling of the glass in the door reaching fever pitch, "and good luck, cher." 
She hung up. 


So did |, bewildered, devastated, renewed. And having to piss like crazy because I'd totally foregone my morning 


routine. 


And that was when | started unpacking. | took my little box of horrors and slung it across the floor, a 
disproportionate amount of shit flinging all over the walls and ceiling and clinging to every fucking surface 


imaginable. 


What a fuckin! mess my mind was. | had been, uh, well, not happy to suppress and ignore it, but | tried not to 
think about it until then. It was best left alone, like a mortally wounded animal that had crawled off to die. 
Leaving Slash, telling him | was sick of his shit, to get fucked, and then to cut him out of my life was like..god. 
It was going against everything | was, everything | wanted, but | couldn't take it. 


| couldn't meet my own eyes in the mirror, but | knew it was better than my friends and loved ones viewing 
my body in a goddamn coffin and leaving my daughter without a father; it had come dangerously close too 
many times becouse of his fucking stunts. 


| considered Slash one of my biggest strengths, but he was also a massive Achilles’ heel. | had too many blind 
spots where he was concerned, and if | didn't get them in check, they would take me out. Probably for good. 


| got updates, of course. Friends and Ola would let me know how he was doing, but other than that it was 


hands and thoughts off. 


Shit, | obliterated him. | ripped him a new one, let him know exactly where he stood and just how fuckin’ much | 
did not appreciate his pussyfooting, yo-yoing bullshit, and stuck to it. | was pretty goddamn positive he would 
want nothing to do with me, and if he did it would probably just be to break his knuckles on my face. 


After that trip to New Orleans, | knew it was high time | did something about that stupid box. And trying to 
figure out the one mystery that | couldn't wrap my head around: Why leaving, why saying goodbye and ridding 
myself of Slash's catastrophes hurt so much worse than staying around and suffering. 


| knew Slash would drop by the museum because Miriam had no clue he was in town until | told her about the 


cafe, and he, like me, had continued to visit her religiously despite our break up. 


| figured he was just as skeptical as me, probably just as fearful, ya know, so | left the note on the receipt, as 
well as my number and simple instructions for Miriam: "Whatever happens..let me know so |, you know..know 


what's up." 
Hey, Baby Doll 


Man, | was so nervous writing that. The weight of the world, the teetering of my very existence was hinged on 
that thin slip of paper. Hell, with my luck he wouldn't even show up and that memento would be tossed in the 
trash. 


Upon Miriam telling me he had taken it, nearly shed tears over it, clean up began. Thinking about it now, that 


was the only real piece of info she offered me that morning. Huh. 


| took a long, hard look at life, and began sorting through the accumulated mounds of crazy. ‘Cause that's what 


it was. Fucking lunacy. 
From a pessimistic perspective, | would say the years haven't been kind to me. 


From an optimistic perspective, | would say the years have treated me with much more kindness than | 


deserve. 


From a realistic perspective, the one | prefer, it was what it was. And it is what it is. | made my choices, 


followed my instincts (for the most part), and dealt with it in the ways that | saw fit. 


Sure, the years had been rough. | got my heart broken more times than | could count. | shattered the love of 
my life to pieces by completely turning him away. | guilt tripped myself for months over what Mama had told 


me. | married a woman who | didn't love and began a life with her; a life that wasn't all bad. 


Well, no. There's love there. | love Susan without a doubt. Not only is she the mother of my kids, she's one of 
my dearest friends and confidantes. Its sort of like livin’ with your platonic bestie that you happen to have 
kids with. She's the kind of person | can have a near-beer and shoot the shit with. 


For while it was weird, sure. But after the awkwardness faded, after many, many nights of long, grueling talks, 
her second pregnancy and many, many more talks, things are cool. It's not creepy, it's not strained, and it's 


definitely not romantic. 


We raise our children as normally as anyone else. Family meals, play dates, temper tantrums, sick days, movie 


nights cuddled in front of the TV with a Disney film on. Soon Grace will be starting school, too. 


Jesus, how the fuck does time fly so fast? Seems like yesterday she was a teeny little thing asleep on Slash's 
chest. 


Too often | remembered his arms gently securing her the few times she squirmed, patting her, soothing her 
with a tenderness that ached my heart to bleeding because | knew within hours | would have to vacate the 
Perfect Life Pipe Dream | was dying to live. 


At that time, you didnt need to know about that. How much | missed you. How much it meant fo me that you 
wanted to be in Grace's life. And how you want to be in Mae's now, foo. Grace was as good as your own, and I 


have no doubts Mae will be. That, | do want you to know, is more than the world More than the whole fucking 


universe. 


Anywho.. Now that I've gotten lost in thought and all misty-eyed, goddamn it.. 


Sometimes life hits you with that sensation--that, "Things will never be the same," song and dance that you 


seem to incur too often 

Usually it's that nice leaden hole in your stomach, the fulfilling doom of finality that eats away at you then 
leaves a pretty little pit of despair that gets pissed off for weeks if you so much as cast a thought too near 
it. 
Death. Broken friendships. Medical scares. There's a wide range of trauma for us humans to endure. 

But then, there's the other kind of "Never be the same." 

It's kinder. Gentler. Sometimes super exciting or extremely moving, but just as solid. Like a resolute 
reinforcement that's just as heavy as that sullen emptiness, but it doesn't hurt. It fits just right. Everything 
clicks. 


In my personal experience: GNR's chemistry. The feel of my newborn children cradled in my arms. Slash. 


The only thing that scares me about this particular certainty is knowing that | will one day break my children's 


hearts. 
But that's a topic for another time, yeah? 


| feel like I've gotten off on a tangent before | can truly begin. Sorry ‘bout that. Like | said, | don't know where 
to start, ya know? So much has happened. Life has changed, and changed, and changed even more. 


Constant flux. Constant ebbing and flowing, good and bad. 
Happy, sweet kids; shrieking, demon-possessed spawns. 


An unloving marriage with a shitty prenup; a sturdy friendship and a meeting of lawyers to rewrite that 
prenup in favor of a joint amiable separation when and/or if time deemed fit. 


Loneliness, so much loneliness when the world was dark and quiet, after | had kissed my girls goodnight, tucked 
them in and my mind was free to rampage and screech. Even my meditative panic room was of no aid to me 


more times than I'd like to admit. 


But that night in Tokyo was providential. For the first time in years my mind was quiet. It was soothed by the 
embrace surrounding me, the eyes that studied me with soft, awed reverence, the fingers that traced my 


face and combed my wild hair. 


We hadn't budged from where we'd fallen sideways upon the bed. And fuck, how | never, ever wanted to move 


again, to abandon the sanctuary of the arms l'd so privately, unbearably mourned. 


It occurred to me, the thought a cool, fleeting summer breeze, that | couldn't recall the last time I'd been held 


in loving arms. 
If | had to venture a guess.. About three years. 


The fulfillment from such simple closeness, the securely comfortable hug, the relaxed layers of snug feet, the 


radiance of warmth and skin-on-skin, was overwhelmingly heartening. 


When pulses and lungs had steadied, when the atmosphere was full of nothing but untroubled hush, | closed my 
eyes, buried my fingers in Slash's silky curls, and tipped his forehead to mine. | breathed him in, allowing 
myself to be inundated by his very quintessence, a fragrance uniquely Slash, an air of softly sweet masculine 


spice, leather, and sensual sweat. 
Calm. 


He smelled like home. Not of mortar and brick, but of heart and soul. Sunshine and thunder. Laughter and 
affection. Corny jokes and sweet nothings. 


My lost piece. My missing half. 
The brokenness inside me clicked together, seaming flawlessly like fresh skin overtakes a long-faded scar. 


| drank the moment in, feeling his own acknowledgement and appreciation: a shy brush of our noses, a gently 


shivering breath, a hand on the small of my back holding me ever closer. 
| sighed, deep and content. My muscles were like jelly. 
Such blissful, unbelievable serenity. Everything was finally right in my world. 


Slash had always had that affect on me. He had this insane way of quelling my tumult without saying a word 
that | never understood. And still don't understand. 


Just a hug, a touch of his hand, or his close presence had such an astounding impact which | had forgotten. 


| mean, it could be because I'd gone without getting laid for over a year and a half and | was drained from 


brain to balls, but | very much like to think and do truly feel that it was just..Slash. 
Its always Slash. It'll always be Slash. | tried differently, and perhaps | didn't try right, but ya know what? 
Its still Slash. 


And oh my god He was alive and welll | had heard so many good things, seen him with my own two eyes in 
New Orleans, but now he was here. Full of piss and vinegar, rage and fight, beauty and infuriatingly sweet 
adoration with that damn slide of his glasses and that cheeky little wink that made me so goddamn happy | 
almost puked up my fuckin’ heart. 


There we finally lay after five years of bullshit, entangled, sated, tranquilly enraptured, immersing ourselves in 


each other's existence. 
Neither of us moved to distance ourselves, to shy away from the other's reassuring caresses. 


Neither of us spoke. There was no need for words yet. Only connection. Only resolidification. For weaving fingers, 
for ghostly, tender touches, strokes of hands down the other's side and hip, fingertips tracing collarbores, 
gliding down necks and throats, and gingerly brushing cheeks. Touches of reacquaintance, adoration, and 


gratitude. 


| lost myself in the gaze that watched me, the dark eyes so kind, so relieved and heavy with unspoken 
sentiments, harboring so much fondness my heart ached at the sight. 


| missed those eyes, the winsome, warmest shade of chocolate brown I'd ever seen, so profoundly mysterious 


that | could know him for a thousand lifetimes and still wonder what lay behind them. Hell, maybe | did if the 


dreams I'd had said anything about it. 


Most of all, | missed seeing them happy. The last time I'd seen them they were hazy, glazed with shame, 
heartbreak, self-loathing, and fucking Oxycotton just before | slammed the door in his face. | rejoiced to see 


them clear and alert, to see him, not the chemical influence that suppressed him. 
Then the air gently, abruptly shifted. 


Slash began to search me. His own personal storm cloud burst to fruition above his head, invisible, but 


undeniably discernible. 


His gaze wavered, traveling leisurely over my face, his brows gradually bunching to a slight but severe 
furrow. He bit the inside of his cheek uneasily, drawing a weak sigh as his eyes returned, the edges suddenly 
shining with a thin, silvery sheen 


"l." Slash's parted lips faltered, still rusty with dried blood. His bottom lip puffed out prominently, angry and 
swollen from the punch | did and did not regret. 


For a moment he merely surveyed me, mouth twitching hesitantly several times. 


The crease between his eyebrows deepened, and his eyes began to swim with unshed tears. He frantically 
blinked the moisture away, unable to fully remove it. He reached timidly for my hand, nervous, offering it as if 
he were attempting to pet an unfamiliar, possibly snippy stray. 


Not being anywhere near as rabid and bitey as | was a handful of minutes earlier, | let him. His touch was 
remarkably welcoming, though cautious, as he wrapped his fingers around mine. He brought them to rest 


against his chest, his thumb restlessly sliding across my knuckles, a suppressed, controlled desperation. 


His heart rate sped below our handhold. If | didn't know any better, it looked like he might be sick. That wasn't 
the case, though. He was thinking, thinking hard, raking himself over the coals to put into words the things he 
was feeling. 


| kept my silence. | allowed him time to gather his thoughts, letting him know it was no bother by delicately 
squeezing his hand. 


For Slash, the brain-to-mouth connection is..hindered, to put it lightly. It isn't easy. He tends to get frazzled 
and self-conscious. His mind runs about three miles a minute, and even in the easy quiet | saw the torturous 
importance with which he ordered his thoughts, the wheels turning in his head in an effort to match and 
articulate the feelings tumbling behind his eyes. 

I'd be lying if | said | wasn't waiting on bated breath. 


In a shiver of a shrinking sigh, Slash's profound whisper resounded, "I'm sorry.” 


My rib cage cratered. My lungs deflated, an emotional whirl setting them aflame. 


Guilty sorrow saturated Slash's slow, heartfelt cadence, weighty with honesty, spoken directly to me. The 
intensity of his words bared him even more naked than he was. "l'm so, so sorry for all of this. 
There's.-there's no excuse | can give. There's no way to explain away the fucked up, horrid shit I've put you 
through. l.. | never wanted to hurt you, and l.. | just.crumbled. | was the biggest asshole in the world to you, 


and..." 


He sniffled. Tears clung to his eyes as if he, like me, had shed so many that it wasn't possible for any more to 
fall. 


"IFs all I've got. And it feels like the most paltry, inadequate thing | can say. How do | apologize for repeatedly 


breaking a heart | never wanted to hurt? For fuckin'.snatching the rug out from under you. For..f-for...” 
His eyes averted in a moment of utmost distress, lashes fluttering to clear his watery gaze. 


| could barely make out his next sentence, murmured in excruciating despair, "For being the biggest fuck up in 


the world" 


The pained concentration on my face was unbreakably fixed on his. My stale lungs reluctantly, cautiously, began 


accepting oxygen. 


"You were right, you know?" He continued, his handhold trembling, his truthful, doleful eyes on mine. "I ran 
away. |, | could've.. | should've.. Should've come to you when | first fucked up. | should've just fuckin’ nutted up, 
kicked Perla to the curb and kicked my fuckin’ habits. You..you were right to leave. l. | don't know what | 
thought..that you..you'd wait for me. Tolerate my bullshit while | kept getting strung out. l. | took you for 
granted, and | shouldn't have." 


He drew a single, massive breath. It shook and crackled in his throat, a lone tear welling, then falling, rolling 
down to be lost in the graying stubble on his cheek. 


"You were the best thing that ever happened to me," his voice quivered; his tone remained absolute, "and | did 
nothing but drive you away. | almost fucking blew your head off. | said so many fucked up things. | almost died 
in your arms..again I've seen your heart break so many times because of me, and." 

Slash shook his head, never once allowing his safety net of curls to shield his face. "There's nothing | can say, 
other than I'm sorry. And.and I'm sorry that's not good enough. It.it doesn't fucking feel good enough. I'll. It'll 
never be good enough." 


‘I never was good enough," | read within his unspoken agony. 


Slash's shaking fingers tightened. "And | should've said ‘I'm sorry’ long before | said ‘| love you The sentiment 


is empty without the contrition, but.its true. | still fuckin’ love you. 


"I've made a lot of mistakes. You know | don't believe in regrets, but.all these years.all my actions.they're the 


transgressions I've found so fuckin’ hard to let go. 


Ive thought about this so many times. Seeing you, talking to you. Thinking about what I'd say, what would 


mean the most." His expression grew weary with woe. "And all | have to offer is I'm sorry." 


| lied about the tears. It seemed | had a couple more to spare, big, fat ones that fuzzed my view of him, 


hybrid droplets of grief and relief that trickled down to splatter on the disheveled bed sheets. 


| studied the miserable man before me, carefully, gently, like a fragile, irreplaceable, one-of-a-kind work of art. 
| absorbed his sincerity, something like the calving of a glacier plummeting into the pit of my stomach, then 


vanishing, disappearing without a trace. 
My chest ached. The weight of Slash's apology slammed into me like a colliding semi-truck. 


| wanted to bawl my ass off, but my body refused | was too concentrated on the graying whiskers, the few 
fine strands of silver hiding in the depths of his hair, the new stress lines etched beneath and around his eyes, 
the visible maturity forced on him from our grievous situation Then again, we're not quite spring chickens 


anymore, are we? 
| knew about Slash's troubles. | knew the recklessness that defined him, how he took things out on himself and 
an unfortunate few around him, and just how much his time in the fire had burned him. | knew just how 


difficult it was for him to speak those words, bring to the table those most painful mistakes. 


But most of all, | was stunned. And it wasn't because of him. It was because | didn't realize just how much | 


needed to hear that apology. 


Even without delving into his wrongdoings, those two tiny words that were so hard to say bore the weight of 
the world. 


It was as crushing as it was soothing. 


Our hands flipped, mine taking his, squeezing, almost kneading, while he timidly looked on, watching intently as | 
pressed our handhold above my heart. 


The moment the back of his hand met my flesh, a flash of animalistic fear blanched his expression His eyes 
twitched wide, his muscles tensed, as if worried I'd snap his wrist. 


That was fair. I'd almost knocked his fuckin’ lights out, after all. Plus, ya know..the thing with the guy in the 
alley... 


He eased with a tender constriction, visibly relaxing. In his anxious silence | could tell he was waiting, hoping | 
believed him, praying that | would reply, possibly berating himself of his choice of words. Maybe he even 
thought I'd given him a false sense of security and was about rip his whole fuckin’ arm off and beat him with 
it just for the hell of it. 


Truth was, | needed time to think, too. I'd gone through the same process, tripping over myself to jumble 
together a passable apology. 


My time on stage didn't help, seeing as | was on the clock. | was as fuckin’ terrified as | was gleeful. By show's 
end, the only plan | had was to separate us from prying eyes and hope he'd find me ‘cause I'll be goddamned if 
/was gonna be the one chasing him again. Not after the years of hell he put me through. You want it, you're 


gonna work for it, motherfucker. 
As for the apology speech.. Well.. You can map it out and rehearse all ya want, ya know? | did. It didn't help. 


When it came down to the moment, all my orderly thoughts evaporated. They were wiped away by the events 


and emotions, just like my proposal with the ring so many years ago. 
The one and best card | had was honesty. And | wasn't gonna throw it away, either. 


| was dimly aware of my inclining head, stiff and emotional, a small nod in acceptance of his apology. My lips 
compressed. | blinked away stubborn, sticky tears at Slash's unspoken, screaming desperation, and at my own 


iniquity, for neither of us were innocent. 
‘lm sorry, too." 


| cleared the emotional blockage in my throat. It immediately relodged at the suppressed sob that hurtled from 
Slash's chest, the warping misery of his crumbling features backlit by the same absolving relief that remained 


steadfast above my heart. 


Just like me, the tears came, sparing but soulful. Heavy, erratic breaths dropped from his lips but he 


remained calm, collected and attentive in his silent hysterical solace. 


His eyes closed, two monumental teardrops eking their way from beneath his thick ebony lashes. His hand 
shook even more as he forced himself to rejoin eye contact, to accept the fact that, yes, | had accepted his 
apology. | had absolutely no intention of berating or scrutinizing him. Our time for fighting, for flying fur, 


bloodied faces, and cutting truths was over. 
"Slash, |." 


My thoughts congealed into a gloopy mass like the one trying to slime over my vocal chords, but | trudged 
onward, no matter the despair. | could no longer bear the pain wrought of my own heartbreaking choices. It 


looked directly at me, stared right into my soul, harbored in a broken gaze that begged repair, that implored 


for answers, pleaded for mending. 


My heartstrings agonizingly tugged, my expression collapsing with remorse. Everything | wanted to say tangled 
up and felt like a physical, nauseated ball of nerves threatening to purge itself. | couldn't tell ya how much | 
prayed it'd be word vomit and not actual puke. 


Thankfully, it was the verbal kind. It urged to gush forward with the force of raging seas, but | held it back. | 
had to control it to be able to try to tick the boxes, to try to understand, to rationalize and explain, to form a 
loose organization from the chaos that near-refused to be ordered. Five years of hell makes for one giant 


avalanche of shit to be said, and | just fucking hoped I'd slowed it enough to be coherent. 
"l. | shouldn't have kicked you out." My tongue was so dry it felt linty. | fought to crank my struggling brain 
into gear. "l.. | thought maybe..maybe it was best, and.and it wasn't. | should've been there. | should've 


supported you, been your rock, and." 


"You had to save yourself," Slash softly interjected, a quiet croak. His damp face hardened slightly, like he was 


determined for me to believe him. "You had no choice, Duff. You didn't.” 

| shook my head, dismayed. 

"There had to have been a way. There had to" The split in my lower lip stung as it quivered. "Susan.. Then 
Grace, and.. | couldn't take it. It was, like, every time | tried, every thing| tried drove us apart. l.. | tried to 


make the right decisions, and every one of them was wrong." 


A dreadful feeling of shameful gloom settled on me. A whimper died in my throat, a rueful squeak of a stifled 
sob strangled in my esophagus, the thought of my next words rending my healing heart in two. 


"I'm so sorry for cutting you off. It.it fucking killed me to hear your messages. | wanted to call you. To 
apologize and try to make it right, but | couldn't. | couldn't believe what I'd done, and had no clue how to even 


go about rectifying it. And..and | knew | couldn't afford to rectify it because.” 


| spared myself a brief pause, filling and emptying my lungs in a deep, tense breath. "Because | had to protect 
myself. | knew if | didn't.. | was gonna.probably wind up drinkin’ myself to death." 


"And," the desert in my mouth grew yet more arid, "and then.. You know...” 
| briefly separated our handhold, morosely flourishing the empty ring finger of my left hand. 


The pain in Slash's eyes was unbearable, even as he retook my hand. He clutched it to his heart like it was his 


one and only anchor to this world, so unconsciously strong my fingers went cold. 


| could sense that my marriage was an accepted hurt. He couldn't understand it. He couldn't fathom it, but he 


had just come to terms with it, no matter how loose. 


"Can." Slash wavered in sight and tone, casting my hand a grievously wounded glance, "can | ask?" 


"You can ask anything you want," | eased, a soothing hush. "I have nothing to hide. And we.. We can't hide from 


each other anymore." 
"We can't." He shook his head, brows scrunched, voice low. "/ can't." 
"So." | paused briefly, tenderly, "ask away, then 


Slash nodded in agreement. He silently granted me the same privilege, though it appeared as if bile were all of a 
sudden inching up his throat. 


He took a few seconds to form a lone, tremulous word. His teary, crestfallen eyes were as round and glossy as 


those massive, polished river rocks of the fire pit. 
"Why?" 


It was spoken with terrified devastation, but he showed no physical signs of fear. Only sadness. Only confusion 


and hurt. 

My eyes fell. Heat flushed my face, scorching my cheeks and stinging my ears. 

| inhaled a full breath, not realizing I'd been holding it. 

"Spite, at first.” My mouth pinched with guilt, panging my injury, gifting my tongue a tiny metallic tint. "Susan 
kept pestering me about it. She.she knew we'd broken up. She..she just kept hounding me and hounding me, and | 
just wanted her to shut up, but I." 

The urge to break eye contact was overwhelming, yet | refused. | owed Slash an explanation for doing the one 
thing we had always wanted, but would never have the civil rights to do. We were as good as married in our 


own eyes, but the law says different, doesn't it? 


"| practically got divorced. Left you, left our lives after so long, even if we weren't together full time. 


Then.married her. 
"l. | can't lie and say that | never wanted to hurt you. ‘Cause l.. | did” 
Slash didn't recoil at this admission. He listened intently, locked on me, soaking in my every word like a sponge. 


"You hurt me so fuckin’ bad, Slash. Every fucking time things got good, they got even worse. | just.. | wanted to 


stomp your fuckin’ heart into the ground as mercilessly as you did mine.” 


A very un-Slash-like expression shadowed Slash's woebegone features, and | realized | had seen it more 


recently than | originally recalled. 


The anguished ruin, the broken will, the drowning whirlpool of desolation. I'd seen it both in real life, and in the 


dark corners of the tropical storm nightmare. 
Slash's eyes faded to a deep, despondent onyx. He shrank, as if a yoke of shame were weighing down his neck. 
"It worked," he faintly murmured. 


The fucking lump in my throat came back. The replay of the dream returned, too, and | suppressed it into a 
hot, anxious sphere in the pit of my gut. 


"I. | know it did" 

The moment the words left me, the molten globe froze. 

| cast my eyes down his side, to the vibrant colors of the familiar gun tattooed on his right hip. | frowned 
sadly at it, such a thing of beauty, something that had been a gift of love, etched into his skin as a permanent 
reminder of something so painful. The complete fucking opposite of love, maybe. 

Slow and steady | reached out, almost meekly, and stroked the contrasts of smooth, colored expanses and 
raised, emboldened outlines. The tips of my fingers gingerly traced the immaculately replicated Baby Doll in its 
fancy, curly-Q script, and for the first time Slash flinched. 


His muscles quivered skittishly beneath my palm. | was undeterred by this remorseful reflex, grazing the ink 


with utmost tenderness, expression downcast in incredible heartache and empathy. 


| met eyes with him, seeing that guilty panic as he forced himself to stay still, tight tendons grudgingly laxing 


at his urgent behest. He was like a cornered animal in the process of accepting its fate. 
He knew that | knew. 


"'m.l'm so fuckin’ sorry," | blurted the second my eyes prickled, goaded by the memories of that nightmare, 
the earthshaking news Ola had told me. "l.. | remember how it felt to feel that way, and." 


| fought to form words through the feelings that gouged me, the self-condemnation | had shouldered for 
years. Shit, | felt sick. 


My voice faltered to a crackle, "And it hurts, knowing | did that. It hurts worse than the smack. It hurts worse 
than knocking up Susan. It.it hurts worse than saying goodbye." 


"You didn't do this." Slash's fingers traced alongside mine, tone filled with gentle insistence. "You had no fuckin’ 


part in this, Duff, this was." 


He sighed, curls springing as his hand flew to scratch his scalp, uneasy. His gaze fixed on the engraving, and he 


reached down, stopping my increasingly manic pace with a deft weave of his fingers. 


"This was me" His grip squeezed, reinforcing his honesty. "This was..a man at a loss. This was a man who felt 
he had no more options. Someone who was lost and who just.forgot some things. Who couldn't come to terms 


with digging his own grave. And who.." 


Slash's mouth pinched with suppressed emotion, then opened to confess, forcibly enunciating, "Who just wanted 
the pain to stop. Because it was everywhere. In everything Everything, everywhere was a memory. Every song, 


every fucking room, almost everything | have, almost every animal | own Especially Max.. And Baby.. 


"I. | knew you were done with me. | knew it when you wouldn't answer, even after a couple days. And the way 
you sounded, how you said what you said. And." his tongue flickered anxiously over his lips, lessening their 
rusty hue, "and | just lost it. | freaked the fuck out. | went off the deep end with everything. Like, honestly, 
should've-been-hospitalized-crazy. | was doing stupid shit. Takin’ everything | could and just.tryin' to drink the 


pain away." 


He sighed, deep and prolonged His thumb mindlessly prodded my fingers one by one in no particular order, his 


eyes leaving mine to study the faded void of my left hand. 
‘Only it never went away. | just.had to face the music. | had to learn how to live again" 


His eyes returned, beautiful brown beneath lush black lashes. They looked lighter, relieved by the admission, 
the hard etched stress lines diminishing. Knowing Slash, this was probably the first or second time he's talked 
about it. 


"So don't blame yourself," he persevered. He reached forward to clear my cheek of a lone, rogue tear, fingers 
sliding down to raise my chin, gently making me meet his eyes. "You didn't make me do it. You didn't plant the 
idea, or load the fucker and put it to my head. | just." 


Slash's head shook, like he himself were still trying to comprehend his state of mind at the time. 


"| just saw it. l.. | was in the closet and saw the box on the shelf, and.. | just wound up with it. And l.l didn't 
really think about anything other than peace. Just..quiet. No more heartache or those awful fuckin’ thoughts in 
my head. 


"| pulled the trigger, and." he swallowed, briefly glancing at an imaginary point past my shoulder, "and | flinched. 
| blew a half-dollar hole in the ceiling. My.my face was on fire. | thought I'd blown half of it off, but it was 
just powder burn. Flash burn. | don't really remember what happened afterwards. l.l wrote it down, and | 


remember my mom being there, but everything was so blurry." 


His chin lowered. His grim, sober expression grew focused, puzzled. His brows knit with impending inquiry. 
| wanted to walk in his shoes, sink myself into his thoughts and feelings. Hearing it from his mouth was 


different than dreaming it, but before | could fully visualize the situation he asked, "How did you know? 
Who..who told you?" 


| rearranged myself, propping myself on my elbow while still retaining our intimate tangle. 


"Mama," | replied, receiving an extremely bewildered frown. "l... | was actually the one that called her and told 


her to check on you. 


"| had a dream. | was in Florida ‘cause it was around our anniversary and | didn't wanna spend it around Su, and 
| woke up sick. Stomach was all fucked up and acidic, and | just.had this bad feeling. Bad nightmare, ya know." 


Slash smiled slightly, still quite timid. "The Duff Gut." 


"Yeah." My grimness broke at the sight of his soft little grin, tugging out one of my own. The icy cold that had 


blanketed my heart like permafrost was beginning to thaw. "You know how it is." 
Slash chimed in on a subtly sing-song omen from eons past, "nore it n' pay for it" 


"You're damn right." My smirk flourished, and it felt relatively shy, kind of playful. | had a weird feeling of an 
old kind happiness fluttering in my belly. "And I'm damn glad | didn't." 


Together, we shared the first laugh of a new beginning. It was quiet and easy, just the gentlest of amusements 


that filled the air with tender joy. 


"But I, | called her, ya know," the atmosphere seemed more relaxed despite the continued somber discussion, 
"and she got back to me some hours later. Damn near walked myself clear to Fort Lauderdale via the beach, 


but she told me you were alright. She.” 


| gave a stressed puff, rubbing a hand over my face. | wondered just what Ola would have to say about our 


by-chance reunion. 
"She told me to stay away from you." 
Slash gave a What the fuck? twitch of his head and rumple of his face. "She did?" 


"Yeah," replied my short, wry chuckle. It was wary, too, like Ola herself might bust down the door and run me 
out of the room, fussing and repeatedly whacking me over the head with a wooden spoon. And | speak from 
experience, too. "Said sobriety is daunting, and that you were in a bad place and probably ready to get your 
shit together. 


"She basically told me to bide my time, you know? Wait until it's time for us to be back in each other's lives. | 


was in no way, shape, or form to have any contact with you, and she was pretty fuckin’ stern about it" 
Slash nodded, joining me in resting his cheek on his upraised fist. 


"Sounds about right" He heavily sighed, eyeing me sympathetically. "And with some of the things she's told me, 
you've stayed in contact with her, | take it" 


He added, more to himself than me, "So thats why you didn't talk to me in New Orleans." 
"Yeah." 


| nodded, wanting to laugh, but my eyes returned to the flintlock and ventured farther, to a couple inches of 
exposed flesh on Slash's opposite thigh. 


My hand slid from his hip, delving between his legs to gently prod his his inner thighs until they separated, 


revealing three four inch scars down the length of each of them. 


It was like a murderous sloth had sunk a trio of claws into either leg and ripped downwards. A total of six 
fading parallel lines dominated the faintest impression of much older, smaller wounds, hardly visible unless 


flattered in the correct light. 


The degrees of healing varied. The newest ones were the deepest and widest, leaving such thick, tough flesh | 
knew that they were left to their own devices to heal despite needing stitches. They left about a half a 


centimeter defacement of darkened skin, instantly drawing and keeping my eye. 


Again my fingers caressed, no carnal intent within them. | had briefly spotted the old cuts when | threw him 
on the bed, but now that | studied them, that same shitty feeling of guilt chewed at me. 


‘Jesus Christ, Slash." My voice hummed in the quiet, understanding, unsettled, whispering. | shook my head, 
tracing the worst of the scars on his inner left thigh. "It... It's not like you haven't done it before, but.. Fuck" 


| flattened my palm, contemplatively rubbing them like | had some kind of special healing power to make them 
fade faster, to remove the blemishes of his suffering. 


"Again, not your fault" Slash rolled slightly to his back, parting his legs a little more to inspect the damage and 
glide a resigned hand over his right thigh. "Just.trying to release the pain when all else failed. You kickbox. | do 
self-destructive shit like this." 


"The fuck did you tell Perla?" | spat the sentence, eager to get her name out of my mouth. "She'd be blind not 


to fuckin’ notice." 


"Made up some stupid crap," he shrugged, carefree about my small verbal sneer. "Like, ‘I fell and straddled one 


of those metal street grates. Ripped my jeans up,' whatever. Pretty sure she didn’t buy it." 
"l'm sure she didn't." A grimace darkened my face. "You haven't done this since." 


A tense, unconscious swallow filled my pause. |, uh, probably should've thought twice about opening this 


particular door. 
"Since..Axl." 
Slash's visage violently soured to extreme distaste. Raw fury and indignation burned in his shadowy eyes. 


"That motherfucker wasn't worth it," he bitterly snapped. His gaze pierced me, hard and intense, almost 
accusatory. "You.. Have you talked to him since quitting?" 


"No. Hell fuckin’ no." My brows flattened severely with my answer, stomach bubbling in a flood of anger. "When 
| quit, | fuckin’ quit. | wanted to quit on good terms, yeah, but.. 


"After you ran off for the first time, he kept buggin’ me about you. Like, so he can blow off rehearsals and 
hemorrhage band money on time that's never getting used, but he has time to fuckin’ call me and harass me, 
try to tell me how to run my relationship and, ‘I told you, he's fuckin’ useless. He's a goddamn junkie and you're 
a pushover and a pussy for waiting and wantin’ to work it out." 


Even paraphrasing it sickened me with indignance. 


"And after you quit, it got even worse. | mean, we weren't rehearsing before, but now we really weren't 


rehearsing. 

"Grace was on the way, and apparently you and him had gotten into some fuckin’ argument when you were 
strung out. Fuckin’ ancient history and he's bitching at me about it, and while I'm sympathetic considering what 
you said, I'm also at the end of my fucking rope with him, the band, you, Susan, the baby." 

My words had sped up with the memories of stress, the sleepless nights, the tumultuous phone calls and 
waves of ultrasounds and baby books. The pressure in my head peaked, and | drew a consciously deep breath 
to try to quell the race between my heart and lungs. 

"And now he's got his own thing goin’ on" My snarl dripped with sarcasm, "The new Guns N' Roses. Whatever: 


| shook my head, face like steel. 


Slash remained motionless. His eyes smoldered dangerously, like a short, fizzing fuse about to snake its way 


into a bundle of dynamite. 


He wears his anger on his sleeve. Hell, on his very face for the entire world to see. I'd seen it frequently in 


recent interviews, and it had done nothing but brewed and brewed since Axl forced Slash's "Mr. Brownstone" 


apology in ‘89. 
Its not my way, but Slash certainly has the right to be openly vexed. And | don't blame him, either. 


‘Ive read the press," | said gruffly. "And | don't like what he's been sayin’ about you. Honestly, it makes me 
wanna," | exhaled a soft, unexpectedly cathartic whoosh, the hand on Slash's thigh mimicking a plane take off, 
"fly out to Malibu and beat his ass on the front lawn. Old School Style." 


A sneaky little snicker curled Slash's tight lips, relaxing them to..was that an endearing smile? Aww.. 
"Can | watch?" He smirked deviously. The faintest bit of his cute pouty face leaked through. 


His question and expression caught me by surprise, though it shouldn't have. It was so familiar, so goddamn 
adorable and sneaky that | belted forth a genuine, from-the-belly laugh, and an unseen, welcome tingling 


warmth rushed to heat me from head to toe. 


"Nol" My definitive chuckle-yell rang throughout the room, Slash's amusement adding a pleasant baritone which 
was so lacking in my life. "Nah, ‘cause then itll. Ill turn into that scene from Office Space. You know, with the 


printer." 


"Oh, god" Slash rolled to his back and groaned, pressing both palms to his giggling face. He shook his head and 
tugged his hair, revealing rosy caramel cheeks and grinning teeth. "It would! And the bad thing is, | would prolly 
bring a bat" 


"Ex-act-ly" | prodded his chest with each syllable, loving his laugh and accompanying playful swat of my hand 
and my assertion away. | glowed to see his expression of soft happiness, of mischief and giddiness and false 
innocence. "And we would enjoy it too much. We would probably kill him! Too many hurt feelings and fuckin.. 


Bullshit and conflicting personalities." 


"Fuck, you could probably do it with your bare hands, all your martial arts," Slash cast the line, expression 
inquisitive. "I could strangle him with a guitar string, like that whole fucking thing with piano wire. Then again, 
we'd be in the top suspects. Might not be a good idea..." 


While Slash freely mused a handful of other plots, face scholarly and dubious while he waxed on about 
decapitation with the high E-string, | had suddenly fallen quiet. The humor | had felt melted away like ice cream 
on a scorching sidewalk. For the first time | pulled my gaze from Slash's for more than two seconds, staring 


down at a silver chain around his neck. 


Slash noticed my discomfort. He seemed to pull back, even while moving towards me in concerned closeness. 


"Hey, what.. What's up? You okay? You know I'm kidding; | don't have homicide in me--" 


"That..that guy," | managed to interject, sizzling with regret. "That guy when we recorded with Izzy." 


Slash shifted slightly, his shoulders going a bit rigid. 

‘Is he okay?" | asked, red-faced and ashamed. "l-I feel really bad about it. A-at the time | was so pissed, and." 
Slash's features softened, which eased my guilt. 

"Actually, you probably saved his life." 


| didn't even have to ask | just made a questioning face and Slash continued, somewhat wryly, "Well, he wasn't 
new to the game, but he'd never been rolled before. And you just fuckin’ came outta no where. Just, poof! 
Showed up, s-snapped his fuckin’ arm," his face flickered with nausea, "kicked the shit out of him and chucked 
him down the alley.” 


He smiled, but it was more of a pained grimace. "You scared the living fuck out of him. He told the hospital he 
got hit by a car, and never saw it. He had to have multiple surgeries. Severed tendons, several broken and 
cracked ribs, a dislocated shoulder, broken elbow, contusions and abrasions everywhere. Narrowly avoided two 


punctured lungs." 


There's a point in my history where | would've openly bragged about such a stunning victory; the more brutal, 


the better. Hospitalizing some shittalker was always cause for applause, repeated boasting, and many, many 


drinks. 


That time in my life is over, though, and all that information filled me with was empty embarrassment. The 
attack was an ambush. Unexpected, undeserved, even if he was an accomplice to Slash's dodgy deeds. But if l'm 
being honest, it was either him or Slash. 


"He's in school now," Slash proceeded, his uneasy grin transforming into a real smile. "Wants to pursue the legal 
field, but he's not sure what, so he's just covering his basics and feeling it out. Like, yeah, you almost fucking 
killed him, but you also gave him a new lease on life." 


"That doesn't make it right," | scowled, reliving the moment the guy's ligaments severed beneath my hands, 
remembering that | had felt nothing for this accountable, unassuming stranger. "That doesn't excuse it. It goes 


against all my training, it.. It goes against who | am now, | mean." 


"Who you are now?" Slash's hair quivered with his bewildered recoil. "Shit, you're still you. You still get pissed 
and overreact and lash out. You're still human, Duff, not like, some fuckin’ sobriety robot or fuckin’... | don't 


know. Lizard person" 


The last comment sparked a humorous light in my dourness. | nabbed at the opportunity for subject change, 
eager for amusement, itching for a little sweet, silly flirtation. It gave me a chance to shake off the dust and 


give my old, goofy razzle dazzle a go. 


"Ya know, actually, | am secretly a lizard person. That's why you like me." Just as I'd hoped, Slash's face split 
with a magnificent grin, puffy, pinkened cheeks and all. "Probably how you found me, too. | put out the 
pheromone as a lure, and every Sunday night at exactly four sixteen in the morning | shed my human skin and 
take a nice, hydrating soak to remove the stubborn bits. Just sit in the tub for a while and bellow to myself 
like a happy alligator. Maybe play with my lizard dick a little. Whatever, ya know?" 


Slash's eyes sparkled brilliantly as he laughed, full-hearted and true, rocking his body coyly into mine. My god, 
his happy crow's feet were some of the most adorable things I'd ever seen. "Well, now | gotta ask if you're 


rockin’ hemipenes or something like a chameleon dick" 


"Ugh. Probably the chameleon dick" My frown was nothing short of disturbed. Slash's hip leaned a little nearer, 


and | draped my arm around it, drawing him to me. "I'm still scarred from that. I'll never forgive you." 


"Not my fault he decided to show off after you came in" Slash wiggled his chest closer, nuzzling me into 
leaning backwards so my propping arm snaked under him. He seized a cozy headrest on my shoulder, and | 
rested my cheek to the ticklish piles of curls, wordlessly giddy, savoring the embrace as he held me with 
comfortable security, snug and relaxed. "Weird how you'll forgive me for all this abominable shit, but not the 


chameleon that wasn't even my fault." 
"Yeah, | know, right?" | puffed a chuckle, hugging him inside a resigned shrug. "I'm weird that way." 


Slash smiled against my skin, warming it with a silent, grateful laugh. His touch danced affectionately above my 
heart, and it was one of the greatest goddamn feelings in the world. 


"And l.. | can't help where my heart resides," | said contemplatively, realizing | had said the same to Susan over 
and over for nearly a year before it painfully sunk in. "I. | don't know. Maybe l'm an idiot, but at this point | 
don't fucking care. I'm just glad we finally had it out and we're able to, you know, talk about it." 


"And draw blood over it," observed Slash with dark merriment. "Even with the cheap shots." 


"Hey, pot shots are expected and encouraged. Especially for, uh," | beamed and blushed in delightfully sinister 
thought, "the fight n fuck. So long as we don't kill each other, ya know. We have..or had rules in place." 


"On that note." Slash's head rose, a few spirals framing devious eyes. "I know your preferred fantasy murder 
method is strangulation.. So, yeah. While | was fuckin’ thrilled at being choked at the time, | did get a little 


worried towards the end." 
| busted out a guffaw so boisterous Slash catapulted to a half-way seated position 


"| couldn't fuckin’ kill you!" | genially slapped his back, jostling him in a grappling shake of rough affection. "Don't 
get me wrong, that shit felt really fucking good on a fuckin’ number of levels, but | couldn't actually murder 


you." 


"Well, strangulation is really personal," Slash grinned, gifting me a cuff, more of a pat, on the chest, "and it 
doesn't get much more personal than this." 


"Personal." 

| pressed the back of my head into the bed, clenching my eyes shut. | unleashed a groaning sigh, rumbling the 
ear worming its way closer to my heart. "Speaking of personal shit, | have one more big, important, super 
duper frustrating bone to pick with you..” 

Slash perked up reluctantly at that. His head elevated and he rolled to his stomach to study me with caution, 
layering his hand, then chin on my chest. His shadowed eyes were apprehensively sheepish, like he'd already 
guessed the incoming inquisition 


"Izzy," | flatly glared. 


Slash looked like he was about to sprout bat wings and dart out the window, piercing, panicked screeches, 


frantic flapping, and all. 

"l. What the actual fucking fuck, Slash?" 

| threw my hand around in humorous exasperation, making little pinch and pull motions from my temple, as if 
trying to conjure the idea to physical form for a more accurate observation. | wanted to chew him out, but | 


didn't wanna spoil the brightening mood. 


"Just.. Why? You know | was faithful with the exception of Susan. You knew if we fucked around it was with 


girls, and we were always, always together. What the hell would make you accuse me of that?" 


Slash's expression tightened. A sigh blustered through his nose as he sat up, casting a fiending eye to the 
bundle of clothes that lay tangled on the nearby couch. 


"Can we grab a smoke first?" He twitched edgily, wringing his fingers. "I. | can explain ‘cause it's something | 


kinda knew would come up, but I'm nic'in like a motherfucker." 


"Yeah." | nodded, keeping my sternness of expected explanation while breezing, "Bring mine, too. Been preoccupied 


with all this, but now ya mention it, damn, | want one, too." 


Slash gave a grateful half-smile. He speedily pushed himself from beside me and toddled across the room, a 
visible wobbly soreness in his steps. 


| nursed a fucked up ball of pride at the sight. It was a twisted bundle of rewarding joy, so uniquely spawned 
by Slash. 


| could sympathize. | mean, my ass took no where near the beating that his did, but fuck me, did it give me 


some massive satisfaction to see the tender winces in his walk and the fading ruddy blotches my hand had left 
printed on his ass. | smugly filed that image in my mental victory folder, fully intending on using it at a later, 


lonelier date. 


| uprighted myself, stacked a couple pillows against the headboard and reclined comfortably, stretching my stiff 
legs and flexing my achy muscles. While Slash dug through my jacket | even prepared his spot beside me and 
grabbed the ashtray, glancing up when | heard a slithery snicker. 


"I thought you were a married man" Slash glowered amusedly at me, dangling a pair of skimpy, lacy, lilac 


panties from his index finger. "Does the wife know about your overseas indiscretions?" 


"Oh, yeah." | wagged my brows deviously. "I really gave it to that vending machine, lemme tell ya. Filthy, kinky 
little thing. Blew my wad all over it. Fuckin’ hot" 


Slash illuminated so violently | thought he'd explode. 


"Holy shit, me, too!" He tossed my smokes to the bed and voraciously rustled through his jacket, yanking out 


an equally fancy pair of turquoise underwear from an inside pocket. "Look!" 


Both pairs of cheery-colored thongs landed by my side seconds before Slash did, slightly bouncing me as | 
picked them up and studied them, cigarette hanging from my lips. 


"Oooh, nice. Very pretty," | chuckled around my smoke. | leaned into Slash's offered flame, puffing happily, 
thankfully. "I just wanted to say | did it, ya know? Got a pair through the machine. | don't think this purple's my 
color, though. You on the other hand." 


| draped the duo over his thigh, as he was laid back and relaxed next to me, observing the bright contrasts 


against his winter paleness and imagining the vibrant hues upon his deep summer caramel. 


"| like the turquoise." | swept away the lavender, nodding in approval. "Quite complimentary. You should model 


‘em for me." 


Slash snorted, spewing a large cloud of smoke. Chortling, he shook his head, raising a brow and giving me a 


cheeky grin 


"You were always so much better at pulling off the cross dressing thing." He beamed wickedly, placing the 
blue-green cloth to my thigh. "See? Gorgeous.” 


Actually, it didn't look half bad. | even gave the panties a considering purse of my lips. 
"Yeah. That's just ‘cause you liked it," | playfully brushed off the topic, hovering the ashtray between us for 


communal use. "Sure, | wore stockings and garters on stage and shit way back when, but it wasn't my 


girlfriends asking me to slip into ‘em on a semi-regular basis. Well, one or two, sure. But it was always, 


‘Duuuuff..2* Real sweet-like. Remember? ‘Baaaaaby.. Will you wear this for me? Pleeeease?"" 


Slash's cheeks glowed as fiery as the cherry on his cigarette. He stared dreamily at my thigh, carefully 


chewing his grinning lip before giving a coy shrug. 
"You look hot" He connected glinting eyes with me, devilish and innocent. "Can't help it” 


| know I'm hot," | boldly declared, rearing my head with confidence. "I'm in better fuckin’ shape now than | was 
when we met. | got washboard abs, my ass is high and tight, | got these long, strong arms and legs, and my 


Apollo's belt is fo die for" 


| flourished a hand from head to hips, showing off my marvelous, hard-earned physique to a pair of smiling, 


extremely appreciative eyes. 


"But you know what the shitty thing is?" | sighed, suddenly feeling self-conscious in spite of my former 
bravado. | scratched restlessly at my temple. "Can | tell ya somethin?" 


"Yeah." Slash took a drag off his cigarette, brows knit in interest. "Of course." 
"Promise you won't laugh?" | persisted, knocking the ashes from my smoke. "Like, for real?" 
"For real, for real.” Slash's expression grew serious. "What's up?" 


| held a lungful of smoke, exhaling a forked plume through my nostrils and forming tiny puffs as | said, "l 


haven't had sex in, like, a year and a half. Not since | found out Susan was pregnant." 


True to his word, Slash didn't laugh. Instead he stared at me like | told him | wanted to wear an old cardboard 
box and live out the rest of my life as a turtle. 


"What?" His head jerked in a series of tiny shakes, like he was trying to jump start his brain "Seriously?" 
"Seriously." 

"No one?" 

"No one" 

"Not Susan? Not.anyone? Friend? Fan? Random person at the gym?" 

"Nope! 


Slash stared down at his belly, at the half-spent cigarette perched between his fingers, face creased in 
profound thought. 


After a long, heavy pause, roiling coils of smoke dancing betwixt us, he said, "I find that hard to believe." 


He looked up at me, dark brown eyes skeptical and inquisitive. "You are a very sexual creature. | can't even 


imagine that. How..?" 


‘lm just not that guy anymore." | shrugged, allowing myself a wry smirk. "I can't just go out there and go, 
‘Hey, you wanna fuck? No strings attached? What's up? Like, yeah, I'm confident and flirty and shit, but | just 


don't have that casual hook-up pizzazz anymore. 


"And as far as Su goes.. | don't love her like that. | wasn't an asshole, ya know, as far as conceiving the baby. | 
made sure she had fun, that she got hers. Sometimes even a couple times. But after we found out, | just.. | 


couldn't keep doing it. 


| knew | was still in love with you, and after being with you for so long, someone | very, very deeply cared 
for, someone | had a hell of a relationship with, sex without the connection just wasn't..fulfilling. There's just 
that little extra.toomph,' | guess. It was missing. | hadn't moved on, and it didn't feel right. 


"That doesn't mean | haven't had the opportunity pop up elsewhere," | smirked, answering Slash's unspoken 
question, given away by his quirked eyebrows. 


"| get hit on plenty, especially when I'm out with the girls. God, all the single moms, man.. The kids are a fuckin’ 
aphrodisiac, | swear. And hardly anyone recognizes me since | cut my hair, so l'm just some hot dad who's 


grocery shopping with his kids. 
"And bein’ on the road again gets me attention, too. Hell, just today I've gotten three offers! I'm not gonna take 
‘em up on it, but the ego boost and flattery are killer. Even though | own mirrors, its nice to know | still got it 


goin’ on. 


"And now.." | gestured a hand to him, truly feeling my post-orgasm glow and that ancient, longed-for patter of 


my heart, "here ya are. And it was really, really fuckin’ amazing.’ 

Slash's laugh rung in the air. A pleased, esteemed look lit him up like a spotlight: 

"I feel honored." His teeth flashed, his cheeks flushed, his lashes fluttered. "And it was fuckin’ amazing. Shit 

He moaned with utmost content, crushing his cigarette in the tray with a gigantic grin 

"Explains a lot, though. Besides the massive load in my ass, just to clarify." He rested his arms behind his head 
and turned slightly to face me, still smiling and blushing magnificently. "| figured you'd had a hell of a dry spell, 


but nothin’ that fuckin’ long. How the hell did you deal with it? How the hell did you not fuckin’ blow two 


seconds in?" 


"l'm a teenager again Chronic masturbator" 


My cheeks warmed at Slash's impish expression | knew exactly what he was thinking, and | had zero issue 
fueling his fire. "Not that I've never not been a chronic masturbator, but whatever. Plus | kept a wall banger 
we had, so | have a little extra fun in the shower when | can. Just suction cup that fucker to the wall and go 
to town. | can get a good back and forth going, you know.. Little grind back, then a forward thrust into the 
hand..." 


A noiseless, "Oooh.." passed Slash's lips. They pursed in interested desire, the sheen of horny glee sparkling his 


gaze. 


"And as for not cumming two in seconds.. Well.” | gave him no room for an interjection, timidly rubbing the 


back of my neck, "I almost did. Felt like a fuckin’ virgin. Got all the way in and it was just like, ‘Holy fuuuuuck: 


"But this was about more than just sex, ya know?" | compressed my lips, giving him an expectant up-and-down 
once-over. "Besides the fact | almost lost blew it three times, this was fuckin’ personal. | had a fuckin’ bone to 


pick with you, ya know. And speaking of, you still owe me a goddamn explanation” 
"Oh, shit! | forgot." 


Slash's bona fide bewilderment made me giggle. From sex to his false accusation was a hell of a 180, and his 


big, bamboozled eyes were cute as a motherfucker, even if they were lightly perturbed. 


The more time | spent with Slash, the more | realized just how much | missed that charming little shit. | 
missed how he could be this larger than life character and still so shy despite his bombastic openness about 
subjects from which others might cringe. Like I've said before, | know the man pretty damn well, but he's stil 


a right goddamn enigma. 
"Well," | gave him a motivating prod in the ribs, "get on with it." 


"Well.. Damn it!" Apprehensive fingers repeatedly tugged the ends of his hair. "We keep bouncing around from 
subject to subject. There's so much to talk about. So much has happened, you know?" 


The flurry of Slash's breakneck thoughts was already peeking through, revealing itself in his darting eyes and 
restless hands, which he immediately occupied with yet another cigarette. 


"I know," | agreed mildly, patting his thigh. "And | get it. I'm real," | mimed and voiced my head exploding, "kaploo/ 
too. But what the fuck, Slash? That was baseless and uncalled for. What the hell?" 


In reality, | didn't need him to explain himself. | knew why he said it and that he hadn't truly meant it, but that 
didn't mean | didn't want to hear him admit it. For me, that nasty Izzy comment was the last straw. One 
sentiment too damn far. For five years of hell, Slash could squirm beneath my microscope for five more 


minutes. 


| watched intently as took steadying puffs, killing nearly half of his cigarette in three successive inhales. 


"Pack mentality, | guess." Slash eventually gave a limp shrug, shrouded in grey tobacco fog. His shoulders 
sagged as he peered up at me, expression hangdog. "l. | was the odd man out. You two were just..fucking 
flawless. Seamless. Talking. Easy. And | was on the outskirts like a fucking ostracized leper.” 


"You were snortin’ rails of Oxycontin off the hand dryer in the bathroom," | snappily pointed out the obvious. 
"Of course we were like, ‘What the fuck?” when we both know what happened beforehand and we can hear you 


suckin’ up lines louder than a goddamned Hoover. We're both sober, Slash." 
| know that," he half-scowled, half-pouted defensively. "And | knew it then, too. It just." He huffed, slapping a 
helpless hand on his thigh. "It sucked. It hurt to be left out, and it was my own damn fault. | was the weak link. 


| was the fucked up one in the middle, and everyone knew | fucked up." 


My lips parted to reply, only to be gingerly cut off, "And before you say it, | know that doesn't make it okay 
to pull made up, unfair bullshit out of the blue and lob it at you. 


"| was pissed at myself and felt like shit. Fuckin’ misery loves company, even if | tend to isolate myself. | was 
spiraling out of fuckin’ control when | said that. | felt like you hated me and were fed up, and even then | 
couldn't stop. | hated myself because | couldn't get my shit together. 

"| never should've said it. | was just.trying to hurt you, | guess. Bring you down with me. And.and I'm sorry." 
Slash genuinely meant it. | lingered studiously on his creased brow, his guilty, heavy eyes, and fiddling fingers. 
He swallowed edgily, his Adam's apple bobbing while he maintained solid eye contact, apprehensively scouring my 


expression. 


"I know the only things you two get up to are musical collaborations and the occasional avocado crate in the 


mail because you're obsessed with them ‘cause they're a healthy fat.” 

He sighed forlornly, sounding so contrite about the avocados that | had to smother a grin 

lm an asshole when I'm fucked up. That's the only explanation for it. And that night, | felt even worse when | 
saw the house. It was..it was like the final wedge. The last nail in the coffin l.. | kinda knew | sealed mine and 
our doom, even without the Izzy comment later that made you call it quits." 


| nodded slowly, staring down at my hands. Our conversation faded to unsteady silence. 


| lit another cigarette to kill time, allotting a few moments to organize my thoughts. My inhales and exhales 
were soon joined by Slash, ever the chain smoker, especially when he's nervous. 


"Izzy and l." Slash startled despite the calm quiet with which | spoke. "We both know what it's like trying to 


make it work with junkies. You..you can't rely on them. You can't depend on ‘em to be there and be ‘all there’. 


And, you know, while Axl wasn't fucked up chemically, he was kind of fucked up mentally.” 
Tension jolted Slash's body the second the A-Word hit his ears. 
His teeth bared, at last free of their pinkish bloody tinge. "Kind of" 


| ignored it. He was gonna have to get over it at some point, or at least get to where he wasn't as stiff as a 


board every time Axl's name was mentioned. 


‘Izzy and | talked a lot before | came down," | continued, watching him ease himself back to a semi-relaxed 


state, nursing on his nicotine. "You know how he is, just shows up and disappears whenever. 


"But he knew I'd been busting my ass putting the house back together to surprise you. | had flown down and 
worked my ass off on the weekends between classes ‘cause |.| was hoping that we could move back in 
together. | had even talked to the college about transferring credits and was gonna pop the question after our 


studio session. 


"| was very, very serious and super, super excited about it. Izz was madder than a motherfucker when he 


found out what was goin’ on with you, knowin’ what | was working towards." 


Slash couldn't have looked more gloomy if I'd placed him in a post-apocalyptic scene of smoggy fog and acid 


rain. He seemed barely capable of eye contact. 


"We met for lunch the day after, and we talked about what happened with the house and the pills and shit" | 

anxiously bit my throbbing lip, reliving the pit of despair that had opened with the realization to come. "And he 
said, ‘It's like Axl. If that motherfucker is makin’ you miserable, and there's no way to fix it when you've been 
tryin’ like hell to save it.. Ya gotta do whatcha gotta do. You gotta know when to bail before the son of a bitch 


brings you down with him, or you do somethin’ stupid because of him." 


"Well, he ain't wrong.” Slash's sigh rustled beside me. The bed jiggled from his rearrangement, the roll to his 
side to hunker down on his pillow and face me. "Who'da thought that menacing instigator would one day be a 


voice of reason.” 


He glanced away, features adopting a mixed frown of begrudging admiration and understanding. "I figured he 


was pissed at me for something other than being strung out.. Makes sense." 


"Yeah," | bumped his arm with the back of my hand, smiling softly, "so next time we all get together, just be 
cool. We talk. People talk. So I'm sure he'll know we met up. The guy's got a memory like an elephant; he still 


hangs on to grudges like crazy." 


"While we're on the subject of elephants," Slash adjusted the pillow beneath him, mien curious, "what's the deal 


with Susan?" 


"Excuse the fuck outta me?" My fingertips lashed his bicep, striking so fast the air cracked like a bullwhip. 
"Just what the fuck is that supposed to mean?! You don't fuckin’ know her." 


"Ow! What the hell, man?!" Slash bolted upright, frantically rubbing his stinging flesh, face indignant. "Because | 
remembered the little elephant book she bought Grace for her first birthday! The fuck?!" 


"0h." My lower lip tugged awkwardly sideways. "Oh, shit. Oops." 


| reached to soothe the scarlet welts my fingers had created, only to be reprimanded by Slash's seething hiss, 


"Screw you, dickweed, you know | love elephants! | wouldn't snub ‘em by comparing them to Susan" 
Still, he let me rub the angry flesh, glaring daggers at me the entire time. If looks could kill, Journal.. 


‘lm sorry, man" | huffed frustratedly, punishing myself with a strike to the forehead. "It's just.. | know you 
don't like her. | know you apologized to her and all that, but since we got married, I.. | knew you were upset. 


Your mom told me about it and | just figured--" 


"Well, you figured wrong." In the midst of his snarl he flared up like a furious, cornered mongoose, poised to rip 


my face off. 


Needless to say, my healing hand shot right back to my bare lap. | could only wince while he proceeded to give 
me a well-deserved chewing up one side of my ass and down the other. The more he burst, the faster he 
spoke, face growing blotchy, breaths gusting short and furious, a scolding, accusing finger sporadically jabbed 


my direction. 


"Even if she badgered you into it you still had to say, ‘Il do! | was way, way more mad at you than | was her. | 
mean, | ain't her biggest fuckin’ fan and yeah, | call her names in my head sometimes, but Jesus fucking Christ, 


don't you think I'm capable of more couth in conversation than that? 


‘I'm about a hundred and fifty percent sure you would stomp Perla's guts into the ground rather than piss on 


her if she were on fire, but you still don't talk shit about her to me, do ya? 


lm not a fuckin’ moron. | know you fuckin’ care about Susan like | care about Perla. Probably more because 
you've got two kids and been through the pregnancies with her, one more directly than the other, but in the 


end it all fuckin’ comes out in the wash, doesn't it? 


"The difference between you and me is | sure as hell aint gonna marry Perla just to get back at you. Besides 
the fact that losing half my shit to her ain't very appealing, I'm not gonna fuckin! marry someone | don't see a 


solid, realistic future with. If | couldn't marry you, | wasn't gonna fuckin’ marry anyone. Ever. 


"And if you're not havin’ sex, still not sleeping in the same fuckin’ room or doing any other kind of relationship 


bullshit, why the fuck are you still married to her? New baby or not?" 


| shrank to a pebble underneath Slash's fury, scalp stinging from his reprisal. He'd rose to his full seated 
height in his blistering outrage, and though | had some inches on him | cowered beneath his vexation, head 


hung so low | scarcely met his gaze. 


"That... That's fair." | looked everywhere but his eyes, unaware that I'd begun to scratch nervously at my side. 


"Christ!" Slash slapped his palms over his face, tossing his head back and roaring in frustration. His nails clawed 
down his cheeks as he looked back at me, violently shaking his head. 


He surged a breath, forcing himself to conciliation. "Look, I'm sorry. The marriage.. I'm still trying to wrap my 
head around it. | should've fuckin’ thought better about the elephant comment or whatever, but it really was 
because | thought of that goddamn book. We're..we're tryin’ to get through this, and--" 


"No. No, no, I'm sorry. | get it. Ya know, l." | sighed so forcefully my back cracked. | grabbed a cigarette, well on 
my way to scraping the skin above my ribs raw. "You're right. | shouldn't've jumped your ass. | guess | just 


automatically expect animosity towards her. l'm.. I'm sorry, man" 


‘Its okay. | should've thought that through better." Slash deflated just like his dearest snakes, waving a hand to 


shoo away my stressed scratching. "Quit it, though. You're gonna make yourself bleed 


"Fuck it. Let it" | was like an argumentative child, eyes averted, the patch of skin burning from my mindless 


abrasion. "| don't fucking care." 


"Duff" Slash's fingers enclosed around my wrist, gingerly prying it from my side. He cradled my hand to his 
stomach, thumb grazing insistently across my knuckles. "Stop. Please. It's fine, just.. Just talk to me. Please? 


l'm.. l'm trying to understand this. We talked about it a little, but.." 


"Your feelings got fuckin’ steamrolled from it. Mine did, too." My shoulders caved more than shrugged. "And 
this." | flailed my cigarette between us, nearly singeing my face in the process. "This ain't gonna be fixed 


overnight" 


"No, it's not" Slash's deep voice was hushed and docile, cushy and extremely soothing despite our kerfuffle. He 
had yet to let go of my hand. "And there's gonna be shit that you're upset about and still hurts that l'm sure 
you're gonna yell at me for, too. And vice versa. But | gotta know.. | know you're not in love with her..so why're 


you still there?" 


There wasn't a shred of malice in those questioning eyes. Maybe Slash had grown up even more than his new 


lines and graying beard belied. 


„and maybe l've grown up less than | like to think and say | have. 


Something to ponder in my quiet moments, huh? 


"Convenience. Insurance." | met Slash's gaze, allowing him to see the logic and sincerity with which | explained, "| 
have kids now. | have my girls, and | travel for a living. Loaded's up and going. We're gaining momentum with 
the album, about to record a live one and a live performance. Things are happening. Things are rolling for the 
first time since | left Guns N' Roses. 


"And | know if anything happens to me my children will be taken care of. Because of my marriage. |f | die in a 
plane crash or some fuckin’ crazy thing happens to me and I'm not here to support them anymore, they'll be 
okay. Itll go to Susan, and | trust very much that she'll raise our kids, tend to my investments and grow the 
nest egg I've been nurturing. And it's not like she doesn't have a job, ya know. She still wants to model after 

she loses the baby weight. She still makes her bathing suits and shit, too. She doesn't just sit around and 


mooch off me." 


The corners of Slash's mouth tugged tentatively downwards. | couldn't make out if he didn't believe me or if 


something else was on his mind. 


| have a prenup in place. | wasn't a complete dipshit, ya know? At first it wasn't the greatest thing in the 
world. At least for Susan. But now that we've had time to talk, had time to really, truly hash shit out and 


understand each other, and I've gotten the chance to explain mine and your situation, things have changed. 


"We share a home, not a bed. We share our lives, raise our kids, but other than that, we're just friends. Good 
friends. She's free to do her thing, and I'm free to do mine. If she wants to see someone, that's fine. Same for 
me. We talk, we hang out, and do things as a family, but we've got a very frank mutual understanding that l'm 


not and never will be in love with her. 


"It wasn't pleasant. It wasn't fair to her, and it hurt her a lot because the poor woman tried fuckin’ everything 


to get me to fall in love her, but we managed to work past it. 


"We're both free to leave whenever we want. All| have to do is pay my child support and provide her with a 
house in Seattle and wherever the fuck else | live so she and the girls will always be close by, and that's it. 
Plus, a pittance in alimony. Literally, a fucking laughable amount of alimony for the price tag | hold. And she 
insisted on it." 


Slash studied me, nose crinkled doubtfully. | think he may have been attempting to cram this version of Susan 
into whatever box he'd predesignated for her. 


"She knows I'm not gonna abandon my kids. She knows the shit | went through with my dad. Hell, she helped me 
amend things with him. Ain't that fuckin’ insane? Who the hell ever thought that would happen?! But it did. My 


dad knows his grandkids because of her" 


Slash's head head tipped curiously sideways, curls spilling over his shoulder, face a confused tangle, 


overwhelmed with information. Again, he reached for the dwindling packs of smokes. 


"She's not all bad, Slash." | shook my head, gratefully taking Slash's offered cigarette. | let it override my 


frazzled brain and vanish to nothing in my lungs. "Hell, she'd even.. She'd even like to see us get back together" 


Slash looked like his brain was about to blow up. He choked on smoke and pounded his chest, hacking such a 


voluminous cloud it looked like his hair was smoldering. 
"Wh-what* His question emerged a strangled retch. 


"Believe it," | poured into his round, watering eyes. "It's fuckin’ true. She knows how much | loved you. She 
knows how much | sii love you. She was there for me, listened to me cry and carry on for months after | 
left. She listened to the shit we've been through, and it helped her understand why she's in the situation she 


doesn't deserve to be in. 


“Sure, she broke me down into marrying her, but what woman wouldn't at least try to make sure her kids are 
provided for? | can't blame her; if | were a woman, I'd try to get a piece of the motherfucker who knocked me 
up, too. My babies mean the world to me, and I'm glad | had them with someone who's just as loving and 


protective as | am, who sees relatively eye-to-eye with me in raising them." 


| had Slash's undivided attention. That sponge-like expression, his wide eyes and their focused glints, his fixed, 
serious eyebrows knit tight, and the underlying, speechless softness of his parted lips let me know that | had 
completely smashed his view of Susan to bits. 


The cogs were turning. His brain was rewiring. The rearranging of his notions to accommodate this change of 


perception looked physically draining. And painful, too. 


"When | flew home after New Orleans, | told her about seeing you. How bad | wanted to just.talk to you. Hold 
you, beat the shit out of you, all of those things. She told me | should've taken the chance, but I.. | was too 


damn scared. | believe her exact words were, ‘Why the hell didn't you do it, dumbass?!" 


A hesitant, desperately optimistic twitch tweaked Slash's lips. It took exactly four successive little tugs for 


them to curl into a small, accepting smile. 


"She wants to see me happy, Slash," | intoned, beseeching his understanding. "She wants to see me love and be 


loved in return, and | want the same for her. 


"She's innocent in all this. Five years ago you disappeared. She got sucked into this mess because | made a piss 
poor decision, said, ‘Slash has been gone for months. I'm fuckin’ lonely. Fuck it, I'll give it a go," and didn't pull 
out in time. She got yanked into our fucked up maelstrom of heartbreak and drug abuse and all this.drama 
And she didn't deserve it. She did the best she could in a shitty situation She did what she thought was right, 
and in the end, hopefully, in her eyes, it didn’t Turn out so bad for her." 


Silence. 


Long, poignant stillness settled in that dark hotel room, disturbed only by the dense fog of cigarette smoke 


hovering in swirling circles, alternating into dark and light streams as it coasted through shadows. 

| hadn't realized the ashtray had almost overflowed in what the clock displayed was nearing forty five minutes 
of conversation. My mouth was terribly dry from so much talking, and my mind was horribly troubled from 
Slash's enduring muteness and distant eyes. 

| had hoped that night would be a turning point, but maybe I'd ran him off with the truth concerning Susan 
instead of easing his fears. | was afraid I'd talked too much about her, taken her side too brashly and made 


him doubt himself, feel too guilty for what had happened between us. 


| knew fixing things wasn't gonna be a walk in the park. Hurt feelings and weird, touchy hiccups were a given if 


we decided to go through with this. To go through with.. 
God. 
Getting back together? 


It seemed a fantasy. Too good to be true. The fact that he was sitting right fucking next to me was already 
too good to be true. 


Damn. 

Could we? 

Should we? 

"So." 

My skeleton startled through my skin when Slash, at last, spoke. 


His eyes slowly raised to mine, brimming with sweet, gentle hope that took me by surprise. "So, she's good to 
my nieces, then?" 


| steadied my jagged, alarmed breathing, realizing this wasn't an attack. 
"Very good," | smiled, soft and honest. Fuckin’ relieved, in all reality. "She's a great mom, Slash. | ain't sayin’ she 
doesn't lose her shit from time to time ‘cause Grace has my attitude and she can be a right fuckin’ handful. 


But she's got it. She's good to our girls." 


"Grace has your attitude? Who knew?" Slash's quiet chuckle rumbled, gingerly drawing mine along. "And..and the 
baby?" 


"You wanna see ‘em?" | motioned towards my jacket. "I have a picture." 
That small, nervously happy smile on his lips, Slash nodded. 


It took four strides to traverse the room and snag my wallet, then three more to return and toss my lanky 


frame on the bed, tugging out the small laminated picture. 
"Here." | passed it to him, an image of the girls on the couch at home in Seattle, the very same sofa Slash and 
| had chosen nearly a decade ago. "She's only a wee thing here. Two, maybe a half, months or so. She's about 


nine now." 


Three-year-old Grace carefully held a tightly swaddled baby Mae, who was passed out cold from a milk coma. 


Grace was grinning like all get out, big and cheesy and very much like me, an uber proud big sister. 


Slash lit up like the rising sun He burst out a dulcet exclamation, a couple fingers hovering above his 


perplexedly parted mouth. 


A flood of pure affection welled tears in my eyes. | blinked frantically to bat it away, studying Slash's 


contemplative melancholy as he traced the edges of the snapshot. 

"Oh, my god.." he murmured in awe. "She's so big, Duff. | haven't seen her since.." 

"Her first birthday," | breathed, inching closer, praying his admiration would extend to tolerate my near 
presence. "You know, | still give her the gifts you send. She's obsessed with the purple pianasaurus you gave 


her." 


A tight, emotional smile compressed his lips. His eyes glistened and he glanced thankfully at me, leaving it 
unspoken that he hadn't expected me to pass on his continued packages of birthday and Christmas presents. 


He wiped some dampness from his cheek, giving me a sheepish, curious look. "And..and the baby?" 
"Mae." | sank ever closer to his side, observing the photo with him. "Mae Marie." 
He sniffled, smiling bittersweetly. "Mom." 


"Yep." | moved to lay my head on his shoulder, and his temple instantly came to rest atop of it. A single warm 
tear dripped into my hair. "She's named after mine, but looks a lot like her mom, huh? She's so damn cute, 


though." 


| couldn't fight my giggle, my giddy bubble of pure parental love and gushing happiness, "She's my little chunky 
monkey. My little Buddha baby, look at those chubby cheeks..! Gah! They drive me crazy, man" 


"| don't care that she looks like Susan" Even after his endeared laugh at my zealous adoration, Slash's voice 


crackled. "She's yours. She's beautiful" 


His grin flourished against my scalp. A tender kiss pressed to my forehead, another teardrop making its way to 
my short, messy locks. 


Ah, fuck, | wanted to throw up my heart again! | felt like | might explode, or that my face might split in half 
from the sheer size of my smile. This was more than | could've ever hoped or dreamed! | didn't feel like cryin’ 


my eyes out; | wanted to shout from the rooftops, damn it! 


Alas, victorious yelling would have to wait, genially squashed in the shadow of skin-to-skin snuggles. Those were 
much more important to me at that ten seconds than any rooftop antics, no matter how remarkably well- 


versed | may be. 


Slash guided me up to lean against the headboard, affectionately wriggling his way into my arms and resting 
his head on my chest. His arm draped across my belly, holding the photo slightly above the left side of my rib 


cage where we could both see it, just shy of where I'd been anxiously scratching. 


‘| miss you guys so much, Duff," Slash's voice rasped with emotion. "She's grown like crazy. And I've.. I've 


missed it ‘cause I've been behaving like a jackass. 


"l." he dropped to a low mutter, thumb thoughtfully scratching a corner of the photo, "| never wanted to miss 
it. 


He sniffled again, hurriedly swiping tears from his eyes. He pivoted to face me, pulling me into his watery gaze 
as effectively as a whirlpool. "I can't thank you enough to talking to me tonight. For sharing all of this with me. 
Its been a hell of a night. Its been really..daunting. Really fucking difficult. But | wouldn't trade it” 


"| wouldn't, either," | replied gently, a kind grin blossoming. | tapped the picture with my free hand, motioning 


towards it with my chin. "Turn it over." 


The photo of the girls disappeared, and Slash was greeted with a creased, well-worn snapshot: a tiny baby in a 


spiked dinosaur onesie, knocked out on his chest while he slept. 
He quaked with a violent, soundless sob. He nearly collapsed, weakened by a rush of loving despair. 


| caught him when his trembling arms gave way, cradling him to my chest as his eyes closed to rid 


themselves of an overload of tears. 


| couldn't bring myself to cry, even as he shivered. My ducts were dry and my heart was as full as my arms. 
| was so grateful and relieved | could only bury my nose in his snarls of hair, filled with happiness so potent it 


had to be crashing off me in waves. 


Strengthening my hug, | immersed myself in the vise-like grip around me, Slash's tearful, shaky breaths hidden 
in my neck, his fingertips buried into skin so securely they just might bruise. 


My lips found his ear, barely loud enough to be audible above his breathy shudders, "I could never bring 
myself to part with it. Three of the most important people in my world. No matter where | am, you guys are 


always with me." 


| refused to move, to so much as entertain the motion of denying myself the pined-for presence of the very 
person that was so excruciatingly absent from my life. Too many times I'd looked at that photo and despaired, 
lamented, but no more. 


| was the warmest, most joyous-to-the-point-of-almost-tears motherfucker on the planet, kissing the crown 
of Slash's head and squeezing him tight. | embraced him body and soul, giving myself permission to feel it, 
remember it, submerge myself in it and clasp him to me like it was the last damn time I'd get the opportunity. 


And at that time, | thought it very well could've been. Even if this wasn't a moment that would last forever, | 
sure as hell wanted to remember it forever. If life went on and | didn't get the second, fifteenth, or hundredth 
shot at happiness with Slash, at least my heart would always be happy here. No matter what, I'd always have 
that memory. | could think back and recall the need for me held within his embrace, the docility and tenderness 
with which he nuzzled his nose to my cheek and followed it with doting lips. And how he just.. Well. There's no 
other way to put it. He made me feel like myse/f again. Like | was right where | needed to be. 


And this time was a sober experience. A real one. A great one. 


Cheek to his tangled curls we rocked placidly in place, silent and sniffling, sometimes sporadically giggling for our 
lightened, renewed hearts as the tears gradually spiraled to a stop. We shared space and voiceless fondness 
with small caresses and tiny pecks until we came to a comfortable standstill, relishing our close-knit cuddle, 


taking the time to simply bask in our reformed connection. 
It was a the first night of a new beginning. The first night life, where once paused, had been resumed, so 
inexplicably, unfathomably effortless. | don't recall the last time | talked so much, laughed so much, experienced 


so much goodness that wasn't spawned from my kids or occupation 


And it was a simple joy. A wholesome warmth. A felicitous fervor the likes of which | could never force. 


Fucking providence, you know? 


Soon through a shower and suds conversation flowed like the water from the faucet, shampooed hands 


gingerly cleansing hair, waterfalls of soap careening to splatter between our feet. 
We had our fight 'n fuck, then our boo-hoo fest, and now it was time to play catch-up. 


Is it bad that | liked catch-up more? Like, | /ove sex, don't get me wrong, but it was fucking nice to just spend 
time with Slash. | had lost a very special someone in losing him, and the simple act of talking, of sharing what 


had been going on in our lives was as cathartic as all the hullabaloo that happened not long prior. 


| guess ‘cause the heaviness was gone. The apologizes, the tears, and the crushing weight had vanished. We 


were able to simply be..us 
Oooh, | got goosebumps writing that! 


| confided in Slash about Houdini, who had died about a year after our falling out. How one day he just wouldn't 


eat, wouldn't drink, how not even assisted feeding helped and he began hiding more than usual. 


Blackness shadowed my heart as Slash rubbed his hands in slow circles on my stomach, the scent of 
sandalwood emanating from the cleansing foam he coaxed to spread. His dark eyes grew so sorrowful for my 
bug-eyed, blue-eyed Houdini, who I'd one day found lifeless, tipped off by the pungent, sourly distinct scent of 


dead reptile the moment | entered my man cave. 


| told him about how | buried my precious Houdini under the big, shady tree in the backyard, right next to my 
beloved Chloe. 


He smiled bittersweetly to hear how Grace helped me make a memorial to him. She helped me choose a large, 
flat rock and hovered near me, hugging my leg and telling me she loved me, mourning alongside me while | 


painted Houdini's name and his years, just like | had done to mark Chloe's grave. 


Slash's sympathy was welcomed. He dully glowed and was green with envy to hear about how I'd acquired 
another inhabitant in the backyard besides our resident beaver: a rubber boa whose trust I'd spent four 
months earning before she'd let me pick her up without tagging my hand bloody. 


| knew she was a female because sharing over a decade with Slash had earned me knowledge | could definitely 
do without. The words, "Pop that one's hemipenes and rub his sperm plug on her back so this fucker'll get 
jealous and do the damn job," were normal, everyday conversation when breeding snakes, and I'd had years to 


perfect my technique. 


He demanded to make her acquaintance as soon as possible since he'd never had the luck to see a rubber boa 
in the wild. She lives in a den beneath Chloe and Houdini's tree, so that's not super "wild" in my opinion. But 


you'd be damn right that next time he stops by I'll try for an introduction. 


He was also very delighted to hear that our fat ass toad still hangs around gorging himself on bugs by the 


dock. He's almost as round as a fuckin’ tennis ball these days, far too rotund to be a meal for the snake. 

Slash filled me in with news of his pets, too. Over a late night snack and many deep, exhausted yawns he told 
me about Maxi-Pad, who still yowled like a dog when the doorbell rang, and who now had a mask of grey-white 
fur creeping up his aging face. 


Damn, | miss that goofy ass cat. A lot of times someone would knock or ring, and I'd expect to hear him and 


Chloe going off, dancing in front of the door barking their heads off. It was hard getting used to life without 
his gruff, aggressively needy ass around to claw my arm for attention.or to trip and almost break my neck 


over. 


One of the best things Slash told me was, "He doesn't care much for Perla. Pissed all over her Prada bag the 


first time she came over." 


| couldn't help snickering to dubiously myself, chewing on a blueberry while Slash fluidly switched gears to wax 


on about Baloo the rhino iguana, and just how much he didn't appreciate our break up. 


"Baloo was pissed" Slash sighed, taking a sip hot tea while the bags beneath his eyes darkened. "| tried to pacify 
him with extra bananas and strawberries and shit, but he wasn't gettin’ his hibiscus anymore, and he hated it. 


"The first day, | sat down his salad in front of him. And he looked at it. And he looked at me. And he looked 
back at it. Then he looked back at me. And then he gave me that fuckin’ squint, you know? That universal 
iguana death glare, like I'm the fuckin’ scum of the Earth ‘cause you're not around to supply him with his 
precious pink hibiscus flowers anymore. Only way he could've been clearer is if he took a giant, wet shit right 
in his food bowl. Little bastard did take a chunk out of my hand, though. | can't blame him. He got over it after 


a week or so, at least." 


| cackled boisterously at the story, seeing the scene play out flawlessly in my mind's eye. It made me want to 
scratch Baloo's big ol head bumps and grow him all the hibiscus he could ever want. 


| bet that guy'll be happy to see me. But not as happy as Max, surely. And you can bet I'll be gettin’ him some 


cat treats for pissin’ on Perla's purse! 


Ya know, | didn't realize until just now, writing this, how much I'd missed our zoo. Or how I've been curating a 
smaller one of my own a thousand miles away. | guess old habits die hard--especially if you're really 


conditioned! 


Besides Slash, | missed Baby and Max most of all. Especially Baby, since she'd been in shed last time I'd seen 
her. | didn't get the chance to interact with her ‘cause she's real bad about freaking out while blue, but | was 
glad to hear that she's doing well--healthy, happy, and still getting plenty of attention from her owner. 


Slash had a ton of babies on the way, too. He's got incubators full of developing lizards and serpents, as well as 


a few live-birthers almost ready to deliver. 


Now it was my turn to demand information. | made him swear to call and fill me in on all the tiny details to 


come about the bundles of leathery and scaly joy, and if he didn't, he was gonna hear about it. 


Slash listened diligently while | droned on and on about Grace and her burgeoning personality, her many likes, 


just as prolific dislikes, and a laundry list of her odd quirks that tend to drive me batshit. 


He wasted no time reassuring me that |, too, possess several of the exact same obnoxious habits as my 


daughter. And | squandered no time in telling him that he was a massive horse's ass. 


Concerning the new topic of Mae, he wasn't sneering in the slightest. His ears perked to hear tales of her, of 
how her sleep schedule was finally secured three months ago, only to have her begin teething two weeks later. 
How she's gonna completely skip walking and just tear off running one day, and how she'll be into every 


motherfuckin’ drawer and cabinet | possess. 


He was also very tender to my befuddled flabbergast about how the hell I'm fixing to have a one-year-old and 
a four-year-old. Holy fucking Christ. 


Talk of our bands was a mindless indulgence. Slash cheerfully babbled in his sleepy, gravelly voice about the 
tunes from the show, new and old and all the things he liked about them. Then before | knew it he was off 
about a new riff he'd come up with, zooming across the room to seize his guitar, play it out, and tell me all 


about its inspiration and what dreams he had for it. 


There was much to be said. We jumped from topic to topic, getting distracted or expanding on different 
tangents, then would have to circle back to our original subject. It was a pleasurable chaos littered with laughs, 


things to make us scratch our heads, and others that gave us a quiet hush of deep consideration. 


Whatever our numerous fields of conversation, there was no subject so paramount, so formidable as, "So.. How 


long do we have? When do you have to go?" 
| sat down my cup of tea at that. Apprehension prickled my insides with the sound of clinking china. 
| anxiously licked the remnants of wet jasmine from my lips. 


| could feel Slash's timid eyes on me, hiding just behind his elongated, half-dry curls in case of a quick escape. 
He sat beside me on the bea, picking at the fruit tray between us with draining interest. 


As | watched the night steadily age to just past four in the morning, | dreaded the arrival of this inevitable 


question. 


"Uh. Well. Osaka is our next and last show. Monday." | racked my sluggish memory, frowning in severe 
concentration. "It's Friday, technically Saturday, so | guess we have until Sunday night if | can shuffle around 
travel arrangements. Me and the guys were supposed to head out tomorrow afternoon, but | should be able to 


work some magic. Saturday and Sunday are off-days, so it shouldn't be that big a deal.’ 


"Could." Slash's hands whisked nervously together, fingers rapidly weaving and untangling. His bracelets jangled 
gently, drawing my attention, and my heart warmed to see that he still wore several pieces I'd gifted him. 
"Would you mind if | came with you? See the show? So we can spend a little more time together? | have an 


interview and photoshoot tomorrow if you'd like to tag along. Or if you have other stuff to do or whatever. 


But after that I'm free. Snakepit doesn't take off for several weeks and, to be honest, l'm.. I'm kinda lookin’ for 


a reason to stay away from Los Angeles." 

"From Los Angeles or..Perla?" | wanted to muse. But | kept that to myself. 

| wasn't gonna bring her or Susan up anymore. Nope! Japan was for us Us and us alone, by god! 
Ahh, that still gives me goosebumps! | love it. 


‘lm sure the Osakans would adore an unexpected two-fer." | flashed a grin, flourishing splayed fingers and 
goofily exclaiming, "Loaded with a splash of Slash! l'Il talk to the guys; I'm sure they won't mind And you can 


hang around as long as you like, man" 


| resisted the urge to tell him he could pack himself in a suitcase and I'd be more than willing to smuggle him 


back home. Completely unnecessary, but it'd totally be fun 


Slash looked as if I'd rid him of a hundred pound rock between his shoulder blades. The relief of having at least 
three days together washed his drowsy features, making him look like he'd keel over and pass out at any given 


second. 


| wondered just how much time we could squeeze out of this chance encounter. | didn't want to get greedy. | 
didn't want to have that too-good-to-be-true heartbreak and successive mega-hangover from trying to cram 


in too much at once, but you know what? Fuck it 


| had kids to get back to, but until then the droopy, dozy Slash in front of me would command the fullest and 
most zealous of my attention. Life would be lived like it used to be. My fantasy of a former existence would 


be resumed and reveled! | would seize that handful of days and make them my paradise! 


"Oh, dude. I'm fuckin’ excited!" Slash's tired eyes glittered, always thrilled at the prospect of a jam session and 
my extended company. But his brows quickly dropped and his face grimly scrunched. "| bet the guys worried 
about you, though." 


"They probably are." | reclaimed my cup of tea with an awkward shrug. "I just took off on ‘em. Didn't offer an 
explanation, really. Just showered and bolted. I'll have to call them in the morning.” 


"Yeah." Slash roared a yawn, stretching long and magnificently towards the ceiling. He groaned aloud before 
giving his head one hell of a scratch, returning to his hunchbacked seated position with the snapping force of 
an overextended rubber band. "I pretty much broke down the door and demanded to know where you were. One 
guy just pointed to the back exit and was like, ‘He went thataway! Said he had somethin’ to take care of! all 
freaked out and shit" 


| divvied up the last of our pot of tea, chuckling at the mental image of Slash bursting in like a wrecking ball. 


"But, um.. You know..” He leaned forward, hands wringing even more lethargically. "I have a request, um.. Before 


Osaka" 


| sat the kettle carefully in the tray on the rolling cart beside the bed, adding the empty fruit plate, nodding. 
“Sure. What's up?" 


| passed him the final cup. 


"Ch-ch-cherry blossoms," his impressive yawn staggered. He shook his head vehemently, like shaking off flies 
instead of exhaustion. Luckily tea didn't go splattering everywhere. "I was gonna go to one of the gardens after 


the interview and stuff. Will you go with me?" 


"Oh, man, I'd love to! | was lookin at ‘em as we flew in" My smiling cheeks twinged with happiness, recalling the 


teeny blips of pink that dotted the city. "We never got to go, did we?" 


"Nah." Slash's denying head lost steam this time, only gesturing twice. "We've, like, seen ‘em on the street and 
stuff, but | wanna experience the whole shebang. | wanna go to that garden we went to way back when 


Shinjuku Gyo-en | donno if you remember.” 
| snickered softly, a hand on his shoulder for a teasing squeeze. "I'm surprised you do." 


"That makes two of us." He chortled, following up with a healthy sip of tea. "But they have this cute little tea 
house and shit now. | figured l-- We," he shore brilliantly, cheeks and eyes aglow, "could drop in, have some tea 
and sweets and take a walk. If we're left alone and feel adequately safe, maybe we can risk snuggling up under 


the trees." 


"Sounds like a date." | outright beamed over my cup, already imagining it in a rose-colored haze: the sun, the 
trees, the tea house nibbles (and maybe even Slash nibbles!) to be had. "Is it bad that l'm, like, super excited? 
A date.. Whoa!" 


"Yeah. And not a play date. An actual date-date.." 


Slash lips moved to form a tight 0, but he caught himself before he tacked something to the end of his 


sentence. From the looks of it, | think he was tryin’ to call me a goober. 
"I know it's a date-date, asshole." | gave him a friendly prod in the arm. "I ain't that much of a fuckin’ goober." 


Turns out that little poke of mine nearly launched him sideways off the bed. | managed to scramble, grab him 
in time and straighten him up, but even then he wobbled and blinked with overwhelming fatigue, muttering kind, 
"Is cool's," to my bumbling, "Shit! Sorry's!" 


His legs were already tucked beneath the blankets, so it was nothing for his body to wither right down and 
slide smoothly beneath them. He rolled to face me, giving a deep, somnolent rumble of a laugh, smirking 
devilishly against the blaring white cotton pillow case squashed beneath his face. 


Slow, heavy blinks weighted Slash's eyelids. He looked fuzzy and adorable, so tired he could hardly keep his eyes 


open. 


His impish grin had softened to endearment. "My ‘goober' was that obvious? You knew | was gonna say it, 


huh?" 


| turned to dispose of our fancy tea cups on the rolly cart. When | spun back around the blankets were 
already tucked tightly over his shoulder, anchored between the pillow his cheek 


He was snug as a bug, and it looked so comfortable and inviting | burrowed myself right next to him. My 
exhaustion catapulted through the roof with the pull of the sheets over me, intensifying with the realization 


that | wouldn't be sleeping alone that night..or for few more to come! 
| reclined on my side, a pillow supporting my bent arm and the chin which perched upon it. 


"Yeah, you could've. | wouldn't've minded." | brushed some displaced curls from his face, stroking his cheek 


affectionately. "| missed it. | missed you, baby doll." 


The cheek beneath my touch pinkened delightfully, puffing up in perfect time with a mirthful curve of those 
equally rosy lips. 


Slash's weary eyes closed at my continued caress, his head shifting minutely closer, moving into the motion 


with a contented sigh. 


It wasn't a minute of this tiniest of affections that the first snore of the night slipped, and was subsequently 
played off with a gathering head shake and a droll smile from the sluggish Slash who'd dozed off in the palm of 
my hand. 


‘Its almost half past four," | said, supporting his chin with my index finger. "Whaddya say we hit the hay? Ya 


don't wanna be a grumpasaurus for your interview and all that tomorrow." 
"Nah. You're here." Slash's groggy smile spread. "I won't be too much of a grumpasourus. I'm too fuckin’ happy.’ 


‘Or you'll be a grumpasaurus rex ‘cause you'll be so comfy you won't wanna get out of bed" | lightly booped 
the tip of his nose. "That happens, too." 


"And you'll be here to rein me in" Slash executed a lethargically happy wiggle, uttering a short, goofy snicker. 
"Just like old times." 


| rolled my eyes and sighed, falsely exasperated, then leaned forward to kiss his giggling lips, guiding him 
gingerly by the chin. He instantly hushed and listed nearer, returning my affection with a dreamy, other- 
worldly sort of rapture. 


Long, savored kisses hovered plushly on my mouth. The light scratch of his stubble paired with the sheer 
exhilaration of a drawn-out series of fond, uncomplicated adorations made effervescent satisfaction tingle me 


from head to toe. 


| smiled, and felt him smile, too. His fingers moved to clasp the side of my face, and a blissful bluster of a 
laugh breezed my cheek before his lips swept smoothly in, returning to plunge me right back to that golden 


tranquility. 


Fuck, | was so happy. | was so fuckin radiant that | could've burst, complete with a cheery confetti downpour 


and whimsical detonation noise. 


Especially when our brief goodnight kisses ended, and those passionate eyes looked at me, filled with all the 
things that reminded me of everything | had tried so urgently to expunge from my memory. Soft and sweet, 
warm and fuzzy, the simple appreciation of hearing the words, "I love you, sweetheart," spoken without a 


slurred, drunken tongue, or as a way to "apologize" for a snippy slight. 
"I love you, too, baby doll." 


The ease of my uninhibited sentiment caused those brown eyes to become positively doe-like, swimming with 


exhausted adulation. 


"And you can be the little spoon tonight so long as you promise you'll be the big one tomorrow." | added with 


a wink 


Slash about broke his fuckin’ neck spinning to his opposite side. He croaked out a fervent, "Oh, my god. Deal," as 
he flopped around, arranged his pillow for maximum comfort, then gave me an impatient pout over his 


shoulder, so speedy the fuckin’ sheets hadn't even settled yet. 


Grinning, | got to work flicking the light off so | could wrap myself around him, intent on clamping every limb 
so tight he had no chance of escape. 


| snaked my arm under the pillow so | could place the flat of my palm right in the center of his chest, hugging 
him to me and allowing myself to stroke the expanse of his torso, fingers gliding above his heartbeat, tracing 
little circles in his sparse chest hair. | buried my nose in his curls, trailing kisses from the side of his head, to 
his neck, and following the curve of his shoulder all the way back, nestling myself close enough that | could 
detect the warm, sweetly spicy scents drifting from his clean hair and skin. 


It felt just like the end of a long, physically exhausting day. It was similar to the rest that had finally come 
after a three hour performance, where you unleashed every bit of yourself on that stage and it left you 
flimsy and drained, drenched and scorched from the blinding lights. The only thing that made you feel as good 
as a killer show was being able cleanse yourself, wash the sweat, and dirt, and god knows what else from your 


aching muscles, and then curl up with that special someone, the one familiar, wanted face in a sea of unknowns, 


and knock the fuck out 


And that's exactly what we did. 


| would love to say that we spent the entirety of our three days fucking each other's brains out, but thatd 
be a lie. Besides the fact that we really missed each other's company, gettin’ consistently busy with a couple 
super sore, out-of-practice asses just ain't feasible. Once Slash's interview and photoshoot were taken care of, 


most of our time was spent doing all that fun, dumb, touristy shit we like to do. 


Our trio of days were full of grateful good morning snuggles, of noodle and sushi houses, of long walks down 
bustling sidewalks that led us to duck into interesting shops where we'd emerge swinging bags laden with 


travel-friendly merchandise, and more than a few art pieces that Slash would have to mail back home. 


Slash happily indulged my history obsession. We strolled through a couple shrines and temples, and even 
managed to take a speedy tour of a museum before it closed, marveling at the art and architecture and 
discussing it vibrantly amongst ourselves, totally nerding out while protective curators followed just outside of 


our shadow. 


The garden was absolutely breathtaking. We'd saved it for Sunday and decided to take the train to Osaka that 
night so we could fully enjoy the grounds and tea house without being rushed. 


| couldn't fault Slash for wanting to luxuriate in the visit when my eyes fell upon the blankets of soft pink 
petals that seemed to cover every available inch of ground, allowing only tiny patches of verdant green grass 


to coyly peek out beneath their overwhelming volume. 


It was like walking through a wonderland, an unreal, heavenly landscape on the tangible Earth. Still ponds 
reflected the boughs’ raining blossoms, and the swimming koi would occasionally nab a floret from the surface, 


think better of it, and promptly spit it back out, only for another curious fish to come along and give it a try. 


This part of the garden teemed with hoards of people. Everyone, tourists and locals alike meandered through 
the fantasy land, oohing and ahhing at the overload of baby pinks stretching through the peaceful park plopped 
in the middle of a bustling city. Sure, your eye would be drawn to the glassy skyscrapers soaring above the 
pastel canopy, but the sprawling trees, hidden pagodas, quaint bridges, and smaller, beautiful things like 


sculptures and benches stashed within shady groves were too plentiful and entrancing to ignore. 


Even the sections that weren't laden with cherry blossoms were worth the trip. The sprawling green lawns of 
the French and British gardens were no where near as busy as the main attraction of the season. Actually, 


there wasn't a soul to be seen besides twittering songbirds and fluffy, twitchy-tailed squirrels skittering about. 


We took a long, winding stroll, wandering far from the designated path to find a suitably secluded area amongst 


the cool, shadowy copses of perfectly manicured trees. 


After all, in the public eye Slash is in a relationship and l'm married; word travels fast when you're well known, 
even if it has to traverse seas. We weren't keen to be stumbled upon canoodling out in the open, and despite 


fans ruming into us all over the place in Tokyo, the garden held a marvelous slice of solitude. 


Trust me, the reintroduced indulgence of my public kink will be very fondly remembered. The fallen cherry 
petals sprinkled among Slash's curls were like nature's perfect pale confetti as we laid out on the lush grass in 
a sheltered copse of dense bushes and squat trees, my hand resting gently atop his head, his mouth working 


some serious magic on my dick 


We kept giggling and laughing, giddy as two fuckin’ teenagers in our runaway cuddling and make out session 
Slash refused to let me return the favor, adamant with each plunging, cum-tinged thrust of his tongue that 
he was happy to wait in favor of the main event back at the hotel. And | was, too. We had yet to make love, 


true fuckin love, and | was very, very willing to be patient. 
Man, the scent of cherry blossoms will never be the same. 


Soon we hopped the train to Osaka and met up with the band at the hotel. | had filled them in on what was 
going on the morning after the Tokyo gig, but hadn't divulged to them the exact nature of the relationship 
between Slash and myself, former or possibly future. 


It was just like, "Oh, | haven't seen Slash in forever. | heard he was there, and missed him, and wanted to hang 
out with him!" But | had the feeling that perhaps Slash and | had shared too close of space at the Osaka show. 
Maybe touched one another too familiarly, smiled too much, or outright flirted without realizing it. 


A couple of my band mates eyed me with renewed interest, a suspicious twinkle, not that it was malicious. The 
other one knew goddamn good and well what happened since he's known me for years, but | trusted him to 


keep a tight lid and not spill the beans. He hadn't let me down yet, and | had good faith in him. 

But unfortunately, the day of doom had finally come. 

| wanted to extend my stay in Japan, but, in all honesty, | was missing my kids. | had been gone for almost two 
weeks, which meant that every day for those two fuckin’ weeks | had to listen to Grace crying her eyes out 
that she missed me and wanted me to come home. Not an easy thing to deal with. | sure as hell wasn't 


prepared for how damn much it would hurt to hear. 


Slash was very understanding. He'd talked to her a few times on the phone, gotten somewhat reacquainted with 


her, as she could finally put a voice to a name. And soon, maybe even a face. 


We'd both be flying home, wheels up on the same day, several hours apart. Slash decided to say fuck it and 


make the trek to check on his numerous soon-to-be-hatchlings since |, too, needed to tend to mine. 
Uh.kids. Not hatchlings, ya know. Hal 


Anyway, it was a shitty feeling, organizing my suitcase's contents to be able to haul all the gifts and new 
doodads home. It was even shittier seeing our luggage side by side on the bed, then in the back of a cab 


knowing we soon had to go our separate ways. 
But that didn't stop us from squeezing in one last bit of fun! 


We shared fond farewell in a handicapped bathroom at the terminal. What was supposed to be a quick piss 
break and wardrobe change into more comfortable jeans turned into me dangling from a ceiling pipe, legs 
wreathed around Slash's waist while he banged senseless. 


| still blush with happiness when | think about it. The grinning kisses, the stifled giggles and murmured shushes, 
Slash cumming too fast because he couldn't stop staring at the mirror.. 


| suppose his thrill at watching my ass and back muscles flex in rhythmic waves while | rode his dick was a 
good thing; my arms were already like fuckin’ slush when he helped me down, hit his knees, and swallowed my 


cock. 


| didn't give a single fuck when someone jiggled the knob, then hesitantly knocked on the door. | was too damn 
enthralled with the build up of the last orgasm that wouldn't be DIY, and was hellbent on remembering 
everything; Slash's moans of enjoyment, the long, wet laps of his tongue just before the warm tightness of his 
lips, and definitely the flash of humor when he tried not to crack up at the questioning Japanese that followed 
another knock, just in time for me to lose it and paint his bottom lip and chin with a bold, sticky stripe. 


| silently reveled in watching him lick it clean, mouth bobbing with slow relish, sucking up every last drop he 
possibly could before his tongue thoroughly probed every nook and cranny of his hand. 


Sadly, even the joy of our unforeseen romp couldn't completely bat the gloom away. Nor did the naughty 
knowledge of partaking in risque activity, then having to deal with the general public keep its luster for long. 
That was a bummer, too. One of my favorite feelings; a dirty little, "I know something you don't know!" secret, 
and | couldn't even enjoy it. 


We advanced deeper into the terminal, stopping occasionally to scribble out autographs and take a few photos 
with a handful of fans, and the entire time | felt like | was gonna hurl. | kept making small talk, being polite and 
trying to smile, but | couldn't stop thinking, "What happens now?" 


We finally broke away from the fans and continued silently on our way, ultimately seeking shelter in a small 


alcove near the gates, the most private place we could find. 


Slash hovered very near to me, visibly anxious. He kept shifting from foot to foot, peering at me over his 


glasses until he finally huffed, stood beside me, and grabbed my hand, standing shoulder to shoulder so our 


clasp was concealed from passing, prying eyes. 

| gave him a worried glance, squeezing his fingers. They were as chilly with nerves as mine. 

| leaned down to quietly say, "Hey. You alright?" 

alee 

His free hand moved to scratch his head, unsuccessfully, seeing as he was wearing a backwards cap. He kept 
bouncing on his toes, pinching his mouth tighter and tighter, wringing my hand to bits and charging the very 


atmosphere with his apprehensive energy. 


He moistened his lips, almost painfully slow, like he was trying to gather his thoughts and wouldn't (or couldn't) 
be able to get them out before his flight was called. 


"Duff?" 
The fear in his voice made it feel like someone was making macrame from my intestines. 


"What's up?" Again | tipped down, face wrung with concern, gently studying the eyes hidden behind reflective 
tinted lenses. "What's wrong, baby?" 


His stubble was gone, so he was unable to camouflage the stifled tremble of his lip. 
"Is this..is this it?" He slid the sunglasses from his nose, revealing lost, pleading eyes that belied how much 
worry his smoothed voice disguised. "Is it gonna be like, ‘Well, we'll always have Tokyo? We'll always have 


Japan?" 


He glanced down. Eyes averted, he gnawed his bottom lip, repeatedly folding and unfolding his glasses before 
looking back at me. "If this is the end, then I.. | gotta know." 


| was so relieved | chuckled | couldn't help it; it just eked out at the dissipation of the lead cannon ball that had 


become my stomach. 


It morphed into a misty smile when Slash withdrew slightly, retreating into his shell at what he probably 


thought was a jeer. 


Despite his trepidation his hand remained in mine. | ran my thumb over his fingers, attempting a calming 
gesture, and indeed it worked. 


His bodily tension eased. But his wary eyes watched me like a hawk as | shrugged, an excited heat rising to my 
cheeks. 


| mean.. I'm glad you asked, ‘cause.. Well." My grin was ridiculously shy. | gave another shrug that turned into 
several, like a bashful, goofy ass shoulder dance. "So long as you don't mind a middle-aged divorcé with two 
kids, then.. | guess we're good, huh?" 

Slash's face blazed like a bonfire. You would've thought it was fuckin’ Halloween, he beamed so bright. 


"You." He licked his lips, trying to rein in a desperately hopeful grin "You mean it?" 


"| wouldn'tve said it if | didn't." | squeezed his hand in reassurance, smiling softly. "If you're game, than | am, 


too. 


"Oh, shit" He shook his head in victorious disbelief, clasped hands perched atop his head like he was catching his 
breath. "Oh, wow." 


He took a couple shambling, almost drunken steps, beaming and cackling to himself with borderline insane relief 


while | looked on, heart pattering and grin spread from ear to ear. 


He gradually came to a standstill, a sudden, jerky, uneasy one. The elated caramel crimson drained his face, 


returning it to its usual winter pale.perhaps even a few shades lighter. 

‘Oh, shit." Slash repeated, now troubled and unsure. He met my gaze, brows bunched, and shuffled back to the 
safety of his post beside me. He laid his head on my shoulder, folding his body to mine with a tense sigh. "Shif. 
Shit, Duff, what.. What do we do now?" 


| drew my own deep breath, exhaling my stress through slightly pursed lips. | took him under my arm and 
hugged him snugly to my side. 


"Well." | sighed again, going for a casual, scholarly tone, "You can go home, fuck Perla with your dirty dick, and 
tell her her yeast infection is compliments of me." 


My dark humor earned me a jab in the ribs. 
Eh, it was probably warranted. | still laughed, though! 


Slash may've fixed me with a flat glare, but | could've sworn he was fighting not to crack a smile. The flush 
began creeping back to his cheeks, and the edge of his mouth twitched treacherously. 


"You look like you might be considering it." My shit eating grin was on smug display. "Are you?" 


“Shut up!" Slash smacked me hard on the chest, busting out an exasperated guffaw. "That's fucked up, mar! 
You're so bad, Duff" 


| craned my head to his ear to coo honeyed words, "You want me back, so clearly, you like it when I'm bad. You 


missed it. | know ya did." 


| received many playful slaps the chest, Slash all grins while he gibbered lovingly miffed word fragments 
interspersed with fussy huffs, attempting to burrow his face into my armpit. 


After his silly outburst, he righted himself. He squared his shoulders and smoothed his shirt, apparently 
preparing to give me one hell of a tongue lashing. But an unwelcome voice oozed over the intercom, announcing 


boarding flights. 


We both stiffened, then sagged to hear Slash's plane listed. We exchanged glum expressions, all playfulness and 
jokes instantly dissolved. 


"Already? Christ" Slash aged about five years before my eyes. He stared past my shoulder, then back at me, 


crossing his arms as his face sank. "Man, we just got here. l. | don't wanna go." 


"Well, uh," | scratched at my neck, simpering wryly, "seeing as we fucked around, that took up a lot of the wait. 
And its not all bad, ya know." 


| winked slyly, giving his belly an affectionate rub. "At least you have a little part of me to take home with 


you. 


"Yeah. You, too." He returned my sentiments with a loving pat on the ass, his smile sadder than | would've liked 


to see. "And you'll feel that for a couple days. Maybe, you know, think of me." 


The mass migration was happening. Swathes of people began pouring past our alcove, and another boarding 


announcement blared. 


‘| will,” | promised, feeling like fire ants were crawling in my skin. | tried to grin and bear it. "And hey, call the 
house when you get home, alright? Leave a message, even though | won't be there. Just wanna know you made 


it." 


"Will do." God, that melancholy smile hurt. "You do the same, too. Even if l'm asleep. If Perla answers, just tell 


her | told you to wake me up." 


It was with physical and mental effort he slid his sunglasses back into their proper place, shook his arms to 
release some tension, then grabbed his one bag of luggage and guitar case. 


A gloomy feeling settled on me, like a vulture perched upon a telephone pole on a rainy day. This weekend had 


been amazing, but | wasn't ready, either, goddamn it. 


Fuck, maybe | should've just flown to LA. with him so we could spend a little more time together. It was a 


fuckin’ twelve hour plane ride; why the hell didn't | try to switch flights?! | should've fuckin’ went with him, 


maybe shacked up in a hotel room for a night to recoup, then flown back to Seattle. Shit! What the fuck was | 
thinking?! 


But it was too late. 


With a heaving, shaky sigh Slash's baggage dropped to the ground. Without warning he threw himself at me, 


circling his arms around my neck and crushing me in a long, wonderfully strong bear hug. 


| clasped him and picked him right up, burying my face in his neck and uttering silly growls and snarls, like | 
was attempting to eat his face. | swung him from side to side like my precious, Slashy sack of potatoes, 
groaning and squeezing and repeatedly kissing his cheek until he rung with genuine peals of sweet laughter, 
sounds of beauty and adoration, the sound of Slash when he was truly happy, when he felt unconditionally 


loved. 
The soles of his shoes hit the ground, and his lips flawlessly connected to mine. 


The world fell away. The clamoring chatter, the bangs and booms, the constant noise melted, leaving only the 


thundering of blood in my ears. 


For the last time fingers ran through my hair, caressed the side of my face. For the last time a smile leaked 
through a kiss, and brown eyes sparkled with all the admiring beauty in the world. 


My stomach yo-yoed as Slash took a couple steps back, retrieved his luggage and gave me a gorgeously 
forlorn smile, as if all he would have to cling to would be nostalgia. As if he, like me, feared Japan would 


forever remain our singular slice of bliss. 


The taste of him lingering on my lips, | forced myself to return a grin, to be joyous as | gave him a more 
platonic hug, my stomach full of jittery butterflies when he whispered, "I love you, sweetheart. Promise we'll 
get together soon, yeah?" 


"For sure.’ | struggled to keep away a frown, our faces inches apart. "I love you, too, baby doll. Call me. Be 
sate, alright?" 


Slash nodded, giving me a final look-over, expression bittersweet. 


Half a minute ticked away, our feet restless, our gazes fixed on one another, bodies centimeters from touching. 
For a final time Slash leaned into me, and | hugged him, strong but brief, and off he went. A melancholy smile 
cast over his shoulder, then he was gone, washed away within the mingling of people, lost in the sea of fancy 


business suits, flowery, brightly colored dresses, gloomy formal wear, and occasional, whimsical frills and neons. 


My Slash was no where to be seen. No hints of a fading denim wash. No specks of shiny leather. No long tail of 


tamed curls clapped beneath a plain black cap. No navy blue Converse or black bandanna dangling from a back 


pocket to be found. 


| forced myself to breathe through the tightness in my throat, then resigned myself to trekking back through 


the terminal, retracing my steps until | found a coffee shop nestled in the food court. 

Piping hot cup in hand, | hunted down a seat near the windows where | could brood in seclusion | felt remorse 
that the book perched on my lap failed to hold my faintest interest whereas days earlier | had been devouring 
it with gusto. 

After rereading the same short paragraph five times, | rubbed my weary eyes. | took a sip of scorching 
coffee and glanced towards the massive windows that faced the tarmac, sighing dispiritedly as | watched a 


plane taxi towards the runway. 


| wondered, placing my fingertips to the glass pane beside me, if Slash's book and cup of tea or coffee no 


longer held the same luster they did just days before. 
| sighed, and returned my eyes to the floating, jumbled print. 


Ugh. Fuck goodbyes. 


